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Foreword 

As we complete our first three years, it gives me great 
pleasure to present this Final Report on behalf of my 
colleagues on the National Children's Advisory 
Council. The Council has made a considerable impact 
in advising the Minister on key issues affecting 
children's lives and in the process has had to face a 
considerable number of challenges. These included: 

- The need for Team Building, While the strength 
of the Council was its uniqueness in bringing 
together the range of representatives from 
government departments and voluntary 
organisations alongside the research community, 
parents and young people, this diverse group , 
needed to build a working relationship with each 
other that always had the best interests of 
children at its core 

- Integrating Young People in a meaningful way 
onto the Council required new ways of doing 
business, So often the language and dynamics 
of a meeting attended by adults appears to be a 
different world to children. The attendance of the 
younger members of the Council meant that 
clarity and communications were important 
during meetings and many lessons were learned 
for the future, 

- Clarifying the Council's role and the mechanisms 
through which issues could be investigated to 
bring added value to the debate, 

- Establishing our relationships and interfaces with 
the Minister, the National Children's Office and 
the Government Departments responsible for the 
operational aspects of the Strategy. 

- Learning how to consult on key issues affecting 
children and in particular creating opportunities 
for engaging young people in the debate, 

At the outset the Council established a Business 
Subcommittee to draw up a work programme which 
was quickly found to be over ambitious in terms of the 
resources available to administer the Council's work, 

It was imperative that the Council would find ways of 
working and communicating that allowed all our 
Members and the young people in particular to play 
a full role, This took longer than expected. 

We welcomed the opportunity for regular dialogue 
with the Ministers, Mary Hanafin at the outset and 
subsequently Brian Lenihan. Both were approachable, 
supportive and genuinely receptive to the issues we 
brought and to the advice we offered, 

The Council tried to ensure that as many as possible 
of the cross-cutting strategic themes that were 
identified were integrated into each report submitted, 

While this has been useful, further discussion is 
needed with regard to whether Council should be 
proactive or reactive in selecting the areas on which 
to focus or whether some amalgamation of both 
approaches is necessary and achievable. 

The major pieces of work on which the Council 
engaged were both timely and of significant 
importance to the lives and well-being of children 
in Ireland and we continue to monitor developments 
regarding each. Reports included advice on:-

- National Play and Recreation Policy 

- Implementation of "Children First" Child 
Protection Guidelines 

- Arrangements for Vetting of People Working 
with Children and Young Peopte 

- Consulting with Children and Young People 

- Alcohol Use and Misuse among Young People 

- Working with Children and Young People 
on Council 

In line with the Council's responsibilities to monitor 
the implementation of the National Children's 
Strategy the Council reviewed and provided detailed 
comment on the 2002 Monitoring Report. The 
Director of the National Children's Office has met with 
the Council 10 provide progress reports and alert us 
to issues. 

During its next term, it is clear that the National 
Children's Advisory Council will need a permanent 
secretariat and a defined budget to assist it in 
attaining its key functions and in establishing itself 
as an independent body, 

The Council believe that a core of existing Council 
membership should be retained in order to sustain 
the learning and growth achieved to date while still 
allowing for fresh ideas and initiatives, Thereafter 
a proportion of the membership should be changed 
on an annual basis to ensure continuity and focus 
towards achieving the goals of the Council. 

Finally I would like to thank all the staff from the 
National Children's Office for their assistance and in 
particular, from the Council's memberShip, I would 
like to thank Owen Keenan who was very helpful in 
advising on the Council's structures and work plan, 
Paul Gilligan as vice chairman of the Council provided 
support and advice for which I am very grateful. 

Peter O'Brien 
Chairman 
National Children's Advisory Council 
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The National Children's Advisory Council would like 
to thank the many individuals and organisations who 
contributed to their work over the last lhree years. 

The Council would like to thank in particular the 
Minister with special responsibility for Children. 
Mr Brian Lenihan. TO and his predecessor Ms Mary 
Hanafin, TO. Our thanks also to the Staff of the 
Nalional.Children's Office and the Director, Ms 
Frances Spillane. 

The Council would also like to thank the facilitators 
and consultants who worked with them, in particular 
Ms Anne Colgan, Ms Lynne Peyton and,Ms Clare Brady. 

The Council is also grateful to the many officials 
across,Government Departments who supported 
and informed their work. We are especially grateful 
to those who made'presentations to the Council 

including DrAnn Hope ~ National Policy Advisor on 
Alcohol, Mr Shay McGovern and Ms Mary McLoughlin 
- Department of Health & Children and MS'Anne 
O'Donnell - National Children's Office. 

Finally, special thanks must also go the'Secretariat, 
Ms. Alison Keogh, Ms Deirdre Dunworth and Ms Anne 
Devlin. The Council could not have completed its work 
programme without their commitment and hard work. 



Summary 

This Final Report of the First National Children's Advisory Council sets out the background to the establishment 
of the Council in May 2001 and outlines the work carried out during the three year term of office 12001-2004)' The 
Council was established as part of the National Children's Strategy and has an independent advisory role, 
reporting directly to the Minister of State with special responsibility for Children, 

Section 1 of the Report outlines the 
background to the establishment of the Council 
and gives details of the membership, objectives 
and the functions as laid down in the National 
Children's Strategy: 

- To advise the Minister on all aspects of 
children's lives, including the development 
of child wellbeing indicators; 

- To advise the Minister on the better co
ordination and delivery of services to children 

- To contribute to monitoring and evaluation of 
the implementation of the Strategy at national 
and local level 

- To undertake and advise on research 

- To advise on training in relation to the Strategy 

- To advise on the development of mechanisms 
to consult with children 

Section 2 outlines the work of the Council and 
provides a synopsis of each piece of advice that was 
sent to the Minister, Reports included advice on: 

- National Play Policy 

- Implementation of "Children First" Child 
Protection Guidelines 

- Arrangements for Vetting of People Working 
with Children and Young People 

- Consulting with Children and Young People 

- Alcohol Use and Misuse among Young People 

- Working with Children and Young People 
on the Council 

In line with a prescribed responsibility to monitor 
progress on the implementation of the National 
Children's Strategy, the Council reviewed the 
2002 Monitoring Report prepared by the National 
Children's Office, 

As part of this process, the Council made a number 
of recommendations for the future collection 
and analysis of information from Government 
Departments to enhance and improve reporting, 

Section 3 of the Report makes a number of 
recommendations on the future structure, supports 
and objectives of the Council. These recommendations 
have been developed based on the experiences 
of Council Members to date, Issues such as the 
Terms of Reference, Budget and the Work 
Programme are addressed, 

The Council has its own website at www.ncac.ie 
The full text of the Council's reports can be accessed as 
well as background information and membership detaifs, 4 
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Section 1 - Council Functions, Membership 

BACKGROUND 

The National Children's Advisory Council was 
established in May 2001 as one of the new 
structures to support the implementation of the 
National Children's Strategy, The Strategy is a 10 
year plan which covers,all aspects of the lives of 
children living in Ireland. The three goals of the 
Strategyare:-

- Children will have a voice 

- Children's lives will be better understood 

- Children will receive quality supports and services 

The new organisations included the National 
Children's Office which has a key role in ensuring 
that actions happen on all aspects of the 
Government's policy for children. The National 
Children's Office will be the catalyst for ensuring 
inter-departmental cooperation on children's issues 
and will have a strong focus on solving problems and 
finding solutions when better coordination between 
departments and their main agencies is required. 
Individual departments and their respective agencies 
carry responsibility for implementing the strategy in 
relation to their statutory functions, 

The National Children's Advisory Council, which has 
a membership of 30, has an independent advisory 
role in relation to the implementation of the 
Strategy, reporting to the Minister for Children, 
The Council maintains the partnership approach 
developed through the Strategy to influencing pOlicy 
on children's issues, It includes representatives of 
the statutory agencies, voluntary sector, research 
community, parents and young people. The Council 
is supported in its work by the National Children's 
Office, The first Council has been fully committed to 
making a positive and effective contribution to the 
implementation of the National Children's Strategy 
during its three-year term 12001-2004)' 

'Their wide breadth of experience and expertise will 
contribute significantly to debating strategy issues and 
advising on solutions, It will energise debate around 
children's issues" (National Children'S Strategy) 

TERMS OF REFERENCE - FUNCTIONS 

The Council has a unique and independent role 
and will report to the Minister for Children. Its 
functions, as laid out in the National Children's 
Strategy include:-

- To advise the Minister on all aspects of children's 
lives, including the development of child 
wellbeing indicators; 

- To advise the Minister on the better co-ordination 
and delivery of services to children 

- To contribute to monitoring and evaluation of the 
implementation of the Strategy at national and 
local level 

- To undertake and advise on research 

- To advise on training in relation to the Strategy 

- To advise on the development of mechanisms to 
consult with children 

MISSION STATEMENT 

The Mission Statement devised by NCAC is as follows:

The Mission of the National Children's Advisory 
Council is to make a difference to children and young 
people's lives, by making childhood and youth a more 
positive and enjoyable experience for everyone, 

BUSINESS PLAN 

At its second meeting in June 2001 the Council 
established a Business Committee to draft and 
oversee a work plan which would allow the 
Committee to prioritise among the many issues 
identified in the Commissioning brief along with those 
identified by NCAC members. The Committee 
produced a work Plan which was agreed by Council 
and shared with the Minister in early 2002, ISee 
Appendix 11 This included detailed strategic priorities 
in relation to each of the Council's functions which 
remain relevant and which have informed the work of 
the various subcommittees, 



SUBGROUPS AND COMMITTEES 

In order to tackle the necessary consultation and investigations into specific areas on behalf of the Council, a 
number of subgroups were appointed to draw on the specific expertise of Council Members. The membership of 
these is included within the section summarising each of the reports and submissions to the Minister. As 
mentioned above a Business Committee was established in 2001 and met on several occasions to map out the 
strategic priorities for the work of the Council. Membership of this Committee is included in Appendix 1, A further 
Subgroup met to look at specific issues in relation to young people with a disability and produced a paper in relation 
to'the special considerations for this client group. While it was not possible to advance these recommendations 
during this Council's term of office due to other requests for advice from the Minister, it is important that the needs 
of this group of children are addressed. We would hope that the Minister would refer this issue to the'next Council 
for their consideration. 

Council membership for the period May 2001 - May 2004 
National Children's Advisory Council Membership 

CHAIRPERSON Mr. Peter O'Brien 
----~ ----I 

VICE CHAIRPERSON Mr. Paul Gilligan, ISPCC 

YOUTH REPRESENTATIVES' 

Mr. David Cawley 

Ms. Jean Kelly 

Ms. Leonie O'Conneli 

STATUTORY SECTOR 

Ms. Catherine Hazlett l 

Mr. John Fanning 

Mr. Ger Deering 

Mr. John Collins2 

Ms. Mary Lee-Stapleton 

Ms. Breda Long 
Mr. John T reaci 
Ms. Helen O'Donoghue 

VOLUNTARY SECTOR 

Mr. Diarmuid Kearney 

Mr. Edward Colfer 

MS.Fionnuala Kilfeather lo 

Sr. Teresa McCormack~ 
Ms. Margaret Webb 

Mr. Owen Keenan6 

Ms. Catherine Lynch? 
Mr Maurice O'Kane8 

Mr. Ray Dooley 

Ms. Colette Murray 

Mr. Mamar Merzouk 

RESEARCH/TRAINING 

Prof. Robbie Gilligan 

I Ms. Noirin Hayes 

INDEPENDENT NOMINEES" 

Ms. Patricia Quinn 

Ms. Averil Power 

Mr. George Maybury 
~~--~-~----

Famity Affairs Unit, Dept. of Sociat Community & Famity Affairs 

Dept.. of Education & Science 

City/County Devetopment Board 
National Children's Office 

National COROrdinating Committee on ChiLdcare 
Health Boards 
Irish Sports Council 

The Irish Museum of Modern Art 

National Youth Council of Ireland 
National Parents Council - Post Primary 

National Parents Council - Primary 

Conference of Religious of Ireland 
Sugradh 

Barnardos 

National Consultative Committee on Racism & Interculturalism 
People with Disability in Ireland Ltd 

Children's Rights Alliance 

Pavee Point 

Focus Ireland 

Children's Research Centre, Trinity College 

Centre for Social & Economic Research OIT 

6 
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• The young people were appointed by the former 
Minister of State'with Special Responsibility for 
Children Ms Mary Hanafin T.D. 

"Independent nominees were also appointed by the 
former Minister of State with Special Responsibility 
for Children Ms Mary Hanafin. T.D. 

I Mr Heber McMahon acted as alternate to Ms 
Catherine Hazlett 

, Ms Frances Spillane replaced Mr John Collins and 
then subsequently Ms Marie Kennedy represented 
the NCO ... 

, Ms Anne-Marie Hughes acted as alternate to Mr 
John Treacy 
Ms Cathy Kenna acted as alternate to Ms Fionnuala 
Kilfeather 

• Sr Eithne Wolfe acted as alternate to Sr Teresa Mc 
Cormack 

, Ms Suzanne Connolly replaced Mr Owen Keenan 
, Ms Elva O'Callaghan acted as alternate to Ms 

Catherine Lynch 
, Ms Mary T. Cahill replaced Mr Maurice O'Kane 

Those.who resigned mid term and were not replaced: 

Ms Nairin Hayes 

Mr David Cawley 

Ms Mary T. Cahill 

Centre for Social and 
Economic Research IDIT! 
Young Person's 
Representative 
People with Disability in 
Ireland Lid 

'''Allhough the Director of the National Children's 
Office was originally a member of NCAC it was 
subsequently agreed that she would be replaced 
by a Principal Officer from the Office. This 
facilitated liaison and left the Director free to.meet 
formally with Council on an ongoing basis. 

FREQUENCY OF MEETINGS 

The Council met on five occasions between May 
and December 2001. six occasions in 2002. seven 
occasions in 2003 and on three occasions from 
January to the end of its term of office in May 2004. 

LIAISON WITH THE MINISTER FOR CHfLDREN 

In line with its key function of advising the Minister 
and monitoring progress. The NCAC met with the 
Minister on the following dates 

15.05.01 

07.12.01 

15.06.02 

05.07.02 

03.04.03 

22.05.03 
03.11.03 

27.05.04 

Minister Hanafin launches NCAC 
and attends inaugural meeting 
Minister Hanafin attends 
NCAC meeting 
Minister Hanafin meets 
with Chairperson 
Minister Hanafin attends 
Council meeting 
Minister Lenihan meets with 
ChairNC NCAC 
Minister Lenihan meets with NCAC. 
Minister Lenihan attends NCAC and 
provides feedback on issues'and 
NCAC recommendations 
Minister Lenihan addresses Final 
Meeting of the First NCAC 

The Council also received regular updates from the 
National Children's Office with regard to progress in 
implementing the National Children's Strategy and 
the Director made presentations to NCAC ona 
number of occasions. 



Section 2 - The Work of the Council 

WORK PROGRAMME 

An important part of the Council's role involves 
researching and producing various pieces of advice, 
which are then formally submitted to the Minister 
of State, with special responsibility for Children. The 
Council is well placed to offer creative and practical 
advice on a wide range of issues due to the diversity 
of the membership and their combined practical 
experience of working with children and young people, 

To date, the Council has formally submitted advice in 
the following areas: 

- National Play Policy, February 2002 

- The Implementation of "Children First", National 
Child Protection Guidelines, January 2003 

- Vetting of staff working with children, 
January 2003 

- Consultation with Children & Young People -
Policy Recommendalions, March 2003 

- Alcohol Use and Misuse among Young People, 
December 2003 

- Young Peoples Membership of NCAC, 
January 2004 

The Minister of State has formally referred each of 
these documenls to the relevant Departments for 
their consideration and the Council continues 10 
monitor developments, 

In line with its monitoring function, the Council has 
commented formally on 

- The National Children'S Office's Monitoring 
Report on implementation of the National 
Children's Strategy [July 2003) 

The Council was also invited to make a submission 
on The Health Reform Programme [July 2003). 

Each of the reports is summarised below setting out 
the key issues and recommendations. Copies of the 
full reports are available from the National 
Children's Advisory Council website www.ncac.ie or 
by contacting the secretariat. 

NATIONAL PLAY 
& RECREATION POLICY 
Report submitted to Minister on 4 February 2002 

INTRODUCTION 

At the launch of the National Children's Advisory 
Council Minisler Hanafin, the then Minister for 
Children, asked the Council for advice with regard to 
a National Play and Recreation Policy. 

(It was subsequently decided in the National Children'S 
Office that Play and Recreation would be dealt with as 
two separate items to take due account of the diverse 
needs of younger and older children. The NCAC 
therefore only provided advice on Play). 

BACKGROUND 

The Right to Play & Recreation is contained within 
Article 31 01 the United Nations Convention on'the 
Rights 01 the Child: 

The National Children's Sirategy 'Our Children -
Their Lives' states: 
"Children will have access to play, sport, recreation and 
cultural activities to enrich their experience of childhood" 

SUBGROUP 

A Subgroup was established to consider the issues 
and draft a report for Council. 

Margaret Webb [Convenor) Sugradh 
Mary-Lee Stapleton National Coordinating 

Committee on Childcare 
Robbie Gilligan Children's Research 

George Maybury 
Patricia Quinn 
Ray Dooley 

Mamar Merzouk 
Leonie O'Connell 

Anne-Marie Hughes 

Centre ' 
Ministerial Nominee 
Ministerial Nominee 
Children's Rights 
Alliance 
Focus Ireland 
Young People's 
Represenlative 
Irish Sports Council 

The following is a summary of the Council's 
submission with regard to the potential scope and 
key elements of a National Children's Play and 
Recreation Policy, The full document is available at 
www.ncac.ie 

8 
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1.VISION STATEMENT 

Every child has the right to play and t6 participate 
fully in recreational activities. By working together: 
parents. local communities. public agencies and 
voluntary organisations will enable the play and 
recreational needs of children and young people to 
be met within the legislative framework. 

2. PLAY VALUES 

The value of play in the development of children has 
long been recognised. Many psychologists and 
educationalists have identified the irTlPortance'ol 
playas the means by which children come to 
understand the world around them. Free play fosters 
the child's Social. Physical. Intellectual. Creative and 
Emotional development iSPICEJ. 

Play empowers children. supports their right to make 
choices. discover their own solutions and to develop 
at their own pace. Young people will gain similar 
benefits when participating in recreational activities. 

Provision for children's play and recreation should 
encompass interalia. the following values: 

-A belief in the importance of play and recreation 
for children and young people and a 
commitment to ensuring that all children have 
the opportunity to access quality play and 
recreational programmes and facilities. 

- The child must be at the centre of the process. 

- The adults with responsibility for play and 
recreation should aim to promote equality of 
access. participation and outcomes for all 
children regardless of gender. ethnic 
background. ability. religion or membership of 
the Traveller community. 

- All.children have a right to a play and 
recreational environment free from hazard and 
which ensures both physical.and personal safety. 
within a setting in which the child feels safe. 

3.GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS OF PLAY 
AND RECREATION 

The development of a play and recreation policy 
should have regard to the following characteristics: 

- It is the children who define the rules. 
procedures and goals. not the adults. 

- The role of adults will be that of a facilitator not 
an instructor. teacher or coach. 

4.KEY PRfNCIPLES 

- Children and youth will be given a real voice. 

- The principle of .social inclusion underpins the 
outline policy on play and recreation. 

5.0BJECTIVES FOR PLAY PROVISION 

- To extend the choice and control that children 
have over their play. the freedom .they.enjoy and 
the satisfaction they'gain from it. 

- To recognise the child's need to test boundaries 
and respond positively to that need. 

- To manage the balance between the need to 
offer risk 'and the need to keep the child safe 
from harm. 

- To maximise the range of play opportunities. 

- To foster independence and self-esteem. 

- To foster children's respect for others and to 
offer opportunities for sociaLinteraction. 

- To foster the child's well-being. healthy growth 
and development. knowledge and understanding. 
creativity and capacity to learn. 

iAdapted from Best Play: What. Play Provision Should 
do for Children. Children's Play Council. NPFA. 20001 

6.PROVIDING FOR THE DELIVERY OF PLAY 
AND RECREATION 

STRATEGY - KEY PLAYERS 

The key players in the development"ofa play and 
recreation infrastructure are. the County and City 
Development Boards. the Local Authorities and their 
designated officers. local voluntary and community 
groups and the Arts Council. National voluntary 
agencies. Health Boards and private enterprise 
will also·be providers of p.lay and recreational 
opportunities at the local level and in some 
instances at the regional level. Parents and the local 
community will directly influence the availability and 
nature of play and recreational opportunities. Above 
all. children and young people rT1ust themselves be 
enabled to take an active role in shaping the 
development of local services and provision. 

The play and recreational needs of children and 
young people are best met by a co-operative 
approach based on all relevant agencies and 
groups working together. 

,. 



KEY PROVISIONS 

- Policy on Play and Recreation musl be equality 
proofed to ensure equality of access based on 
gender to all children including disadvantaged 
children and young people, those with 
disabilities and those from minority ethnic 
groups. All organisations working with/providing 
services for children and youth, are to be 
encouraged to develop a policy on play & 
recreation in line with national policy. 

- The environment for play and recreation must be 
planned .. The play and recreational needs of 
children and young people can only be 
realistically mel if our environments are 'child 
proofed' to ensure informal play spaces, places 
to socialise and safe walking and cycling routes 
are planned for. 

- Funding must be realislic. It is recommended 
that funding support is provided to local 
authorities for a minimum term of 3 years, 
to fund the employment of a dedicated play 
& recreation officer. 

- A National Play and Recreation Centre.should be 
established asa first priority in order to: 

• Oversee. the development of play and 
recreation services. 

• Provide advice and support on all issues 
surrounding play and recreation including 
policy and practice to agencies, com'munity 
groups, statutory bodies, the public, children 
and youth. 

• Be an advocate on play and recreation 
for children and young people. 

• Identify funding requirements, priorities 
and guidelines. 

• Provide a co-ordinating role with local 
designated officers. 

• Provide training directly or in liaison with 
other agencies/Third level institutions. 

• identify research areas.and undertake, or 
contract out the designated research function. 

• Establish quality control guidelines 
and evaluation. 

• Develop mechanisms for involving children in 
. decision making on play and. recreation. 

• Establish a national information 
& library service. 

• Advise on the development of equality.and 
anli-discriminatory policies on play and 
recreational provision. 

- Personnel and Training Issues must be 
addressed including:-

• Ensuring play and recreational programmes 
are staffed by personnel with an appropriate 
background and training in pla)IWork and 
children's recreation. 

• The role of parents in meeting the play and 
recreational needs of their children should be 
supported by appropriate training and 
awareness raising initiatives. 

- Research & Information Gathering activity 
should include:-

• National survey of existing'play and 
recreation provision and needs analysis. 

• Identification of pilot projects in a range 
of situations. 

• Playwork and recreational training 
needs analysis. 

• It is recommended that a training needs 
analysis of the requirements for form~l and 
informal training in playwork and recreation 
for children and young people be undertaken. 

- Standards 

All play and recreation facilities are·to be 
constructed and maintained to the appropriate 
Irish / European standard. 

IMPACT OF THE ADVICE 

The Council's advice was taken into consideration by 
the National Children's Office which published Ready, 
Steady, Play: A National Play Policy in March 2004. 

10 
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IMPLEMENTATION OF "CHILDREN 
FIRST" NATIONAL CHILD 
PROTECTION GUIDELINES 
Report submitted to Minister - 10th January 2003 

INTRODUCTION 

The Council was .requested by the Minister of State 
with Responsibility for Children, Mr Brian Lenihan 
TO, to provide feedback and advice with regard to 
how.successfully "Children First" the National Child 
Protection Guidelines were being implemented on 
the. ground. 

BACKGROUND 

As a consequence of many legislative and service 
developments, in particular the Child Care Act 1991, 
as well as a number of high profile child abuse 
inquiries during the 1990's, the Government 
recognised the need to update the 1987 Child Abuse 
Guidelines issued by the Department of Health. 
A multi-disciplinary working.group was established 
in 1998 and included representatives ·of the 
Departments of Health and Children, Education and 
Science, Justice, Equality and Law Relorm, the 
Health Boards, An Garda Siochana, the Voluntary 
Sector, the Unions and the Northern Ireland Social 
Services Inspectorate. Following extensive 
consultation, the "Children First" National 
Gu'idelines for the Protection and Welfare of Children 
were published in September 1999 with the overall 
aim of improving the identification, reporting, 
assessment, treatment and management of child 
abuse cases. Other objectives included:-

- To facilitate effective child protection work.by 
emphasising the importance of family support 
services and the need for clarity of responsibility 
between the various professional disciplines. 

- To maximise the capacity of staff in 
organisations to protect children effectively. 

- To consolidate inter-agency co-operation based 
on clarity of responsibility, co-ordination of 
information and partnership arrangements 
between disciplines and agencies. 

In his foreword to '·Children Firs!'·, the then Minister 
of State with Special Responsibility for Children, 
Mr Frank Fahey TO indica led that the National 
Guidelines should be applied "consistently by Health 
Boards, Government Departments and by 
organisations which provide services to children" 

SUBGROUP 

The Council appointed a. subgroup with appropriate 
expertise and experience to oversee the project 
and contracted Lynne Peyton, an Independent 
Childcare Consultant to assist them with a 
consultation exercise to inform their response. 
Membership included:-

Paul Gilligan 
Cathy Kenna 

Ray Dooley 
Anne-Marie Hughes 
Mary T CahiLL 

Suzanne Connolly 
Alison Keogh 

ISPCC 
National Parents Council -
Primary 
Children's Rights Alliance 
Irish Sports Council 
People with Disabilities 
in Ireland 
Barnardos 
Secretariat NCAC 

Following a presentation by the Department of 
Health and Children iDOHCi with regard to the 
implementation process.and progress to date on 
"Children Firs!'·, conSUltation took place with 
officials in the relevant departments, representatives 
of the Health Boards, all Council members and with 
young people on the ISPCC·s Junior Advisory Forum. 
To facilitate their informed participation a facilitator 
worked with the Young Peoples Representatives on 
Council and they took part ina telephone conference 
with the Consultant. 

While Council recognised the extent of the progress 
made in implementing ·'Children First", the report 
highlighted the many challenges still to be 
addressed in ensuring that children are afforded 
the protection envisaged by the full implementation 
of the guidelines. 

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS 

The following is a summary of the key issues 
identified and of the recommendations made 
by the Council. 



NATIONAL SUPPORT, MONITORING 
AND EVALUATION 

Departmental responsibilities and Inter
Departmental working arrangements for rolling 
out "Children First'· are not clear and there did not 
appear to be a coherent medium/long term strategy 
for implementing the Guidelines within the Health 
Board areas. 

There should be an appropriale Inter-Departmental 
lorum charged with achieving full and standardised 
implementation of "Children First- on a national 
basis and within an agreed timescale 

The Government's proposed review of "Children 
First" Guidelines scheduled to take place in 2003 
should be undertaken by,an appropriate multi
disciplinary committee and should include 
mechanisms for consulting with children and young 
people and their parents, 

The Guidelines,should reflect the responsibilities 
01 all Government Departments in protecting the 
rights and bests interests of children. 

The review should take particular account of the 
needs of children from minority'communities and 
different cultural backgrounds as well as the needs 
of children with disabilities. 

ACCOUNTABILITY FOR ACHIEVING "CHILDREN 
FIRST" REQUIREMENTS 

Monitoring to date appears to have concentrated 
on compliance with systems and procedures. 
There has been, no evaluation against the core 
objectives of "Children First" to improve the 
recognition, reporting, assessment and treatment 
of child abuse, to clarify roles,.to facilitate inter
agency work and to ensure a consistent approach. 

There should be an appropriate independent 
mechanism within Government which ensures that 
each Department and its agents. fully discharges 
its obligations under "Chitdren First". 

Responsibilities for implementing "Children First" 
should be explicit within service agreements and 
reporting and accounting mechanisms for all 
agencies and organisations should be agreed. 

INTERAGENCY COOPERATION 

Many of the structures needed to promote Inter'
Agency Cooperation at national, regional and 
local level were either absent or were about to 
be stood down. 

Appropriate departments. agencies and groups 
should be represented on the National "Children 
First" Committee, 

Regional Child Protection Committees [RCPCs[ 
should be established as a matter of urgency and 
supported in team-building and in producing a 
work plan, 

An audit should be conducted of Local Child 
Protection Committees [LCPCs! seeking feedback on 
work to date. including successes and constraints. 

AWARENESS RAISING 

There appeared to be limited awareness of 
"Children First", its,objectives and requirements, 
among children and young people and their parents. 

While awareness among Health Board staff across 
disciplines appears to be good, the level of 
awareness of "Children First" among voluntary 
organisations and community groups is variable. 

A concentrated effort is needed to raise awareness 
among children. parents. organisations and the 
general public to make chitd protection a high profile 
national issue, This should include appropriate use 
of radio and television and be combined with a 
schools-based strategy for children and parents. as 
well as 'local focus groups. hosted by organisations 
with existing consultation arrangements with the 
tocal community, 

There should be a public education campaign aimed 
at encouraging and supporting the identification and 
reporting of child protection concerns by both. adults 
and young people. and which also informs families 
of the requirements on schools. clubs. sporting and 
church-based organisations to have child protection 
procedures in place. 

12 
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CHILD PROTECTION IN SCHOOLS 

It was not possible to identify a named individual 
within the Department of Education and Science 
with a lead role in Child·Protection. 

Representatives of the National Parents Councils -
Primary and Post Primary - had little awareness of 
"Children First"". the Department of Education's 
own Child Protection Guidelines and Procedures, 
or of any initiatives within schools. 

The DOES .should identify a Senior Officer with a lead 
role in child protection and should urgently produce 
Guidelines for the Post-Primary sector. 

Relevant training and support should be made 
available to all·school based staff. 

Options for providing support for teachers in 
identifyin"g and reporting abuse should be 
considered, including the potential for a helpline. 

IMPACT ANALYSIS AND RESEARCH 

There is a paucity of published research into the 
impact of the Guidelines on practice or which 
examines the outcomes for children and families. 

The extent to which "Children First" is having an 
impact on the identification and reporting of child 
abuse cases should be evaluated. 

The DOHC should link with the Children's Research 
Centre, Trinity College, Dublin and other academic 
institutions with regard to developing an appropriate 
programme of research which includes the 
child's perspective. 

TRAINING 

While there had been substantial initial "Children 
First .. training opportunities for Health Board staff 
there does not appear to be any mechanism for 
refresher training or for updating staff on best 
practice or for training new staff. 

Not all voluntary and community sector staff 
can access training. 

Relevant training and support should be made 
available to all relevant staff in the statutory ~nd 
voluntary sectors. 

QUALITY ASSURANCE 

There are no explicit standards for child 
protection practice. 

The Department of Health should, in conjunction 
with the Social Services Inspectorate and the Health 
Boards, develop and publish comprehensive 
standards for child protection practice which are 
appropriately resourced. 

Local and Regional Child Protection Committees 
should conduct periodic audits of compliance with 
standards within each Community Care Area. 

Models of good practice for dissemination, training, 
assessment. treatment and case management 
should be identified and promoted, to assist the roll 
out of the Guidelines. 

IMPACT OF ADVICE 

Council's report was shared with the Department of 
Health & Children and will make a contribution to the 
planned evaluation of "Children First" Guidelines 
which has been deferred to 2004. The Inter
Departmental Committee which had not met for 
some time has been re-convened and the issue of 
national. regional and local interagency coordination 
is on the agenda. The Minister also indicated in his 
feedback to Council that the review of ·'Children 
First" could usefully include clarification of reporting 
and accounting mechanisms and the lack of 
awareness among parents. He confirmed that the 
development of Guidelines for secondary level 
education is ongoing. It has also. been confirmed that 
Principal Officers in the relevant sections IPrimary 
Administration, Post-Primary Teachers and Special 
Education! are the designated liaison persons for 
'·Children First'" in the Department of Education. 



ARRANGEMENTS FOR VETTING 
STAFF WORKING WITH CHILDREN 
Report submitted to Minister - 10th January 2003 

INTRODUCTION 

The Minister asked the Council to provide advice on 
the arrangements for vetting those working with 
children and young people. 

BACKGROUND 

While there is no statutory basis for vetting, there 
is recognition at the highest levels within 
Government of the need to undertake criminal 
record checks on those with substantial access to 
children. The policy is set out in Department of 
Health letters to Chief Executive Officers in each 
Health Board entitled 'Recruitment and Selection 
of Staff to Children's Residential Centres operated 
.by Voluntary Bodies' 119941 and 'Recruitment and 
Selection Procedures' 119951. While the 1994 
circular relates only to staff in Children's homes, 
the 1995 circular expands arrangements for the 
provision' of Garda clearance for employees in the 
Health Service "where they would have substantial 
access to children and vulnerable individuals:' and 
to employees in external agencies funded by 
Health Boards. 

In 1998.following a review by the Garda 
Commissioner a Central Vetting UnitlCVUI was 
established which became operational in January 
2002, The initial remit was to clear the backlog of 
requests and to expand the service on a phased 
basis to the·community and voluntary sector. The 
timescale for responding to requests has decreased 
from over 10weeks to approximately 2 weeks, 

The service is comprehensive in that the Central 
Vetting Unit has access to all Garda records 
across the country and can access information 
about convictions and incidents Iprosecutions 
pending, failed or lapsedl in respect of the subject 
of a request. 

SUBGROUP 

The Subgroup established to consider the impact 
of "Children First", also had responsibility for 
coordinating and overseeing the work for Vetting 
along with Lynne Peyton the Independent Consultant. 

In addition to consultations with agencies 
represented on NCAC, meetings were held with 
representatives of'An .Garda Sibchana and 
Department of Justice, Equality & Law Reform 
IDJELRI as well as the Department of Health, Social 
Services and Public Safety IDHSSIPSII Northern 
Ireland and a telephone consultation with the Police 
Service for Northern Ireland IPSNII. Submissions 
were received from the Nationa't Association of 
Social Workers INASWI and the Dublin Institute of 
Technology in relation to student placements. 

In view of the current levels of demand, the CVU felt 
it was not in a position to extend the availability of 
vetting to the community and voluntary childcare 
sector. An Garda Siochana and the Department of 
Justice, Equality and Law Reform recognised the 
inherent risks within current arrangements and 
planned to establish a working group to'determine 
effective and cost efficient arrangements for 
extending the service to alLthose with a defined 
level of access to children. 

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS 

The following is a summary of the key issues identified 
and of the recommendations made by Council. 

HEALTH BOARD STAFF 

Vetting is currently available only to permanent 
employees of Health Boards "where they would 
have substantial access to children and vulnerabte 
individuals" or "where Health Boards fund the 
provision of such services", 

It is concerning that the interpretation of 
substantial access to children is a matter for 
prospective employers and there does not appear 
to be evidence of any attempts to monitor whether 
this interpretation has been applied consistently 
either within or between Health Boards, 

The purpose of vetting and the standard to be 
achieved must be agreed. Explicit guidance should 
be provided as to which disciplines and posts require 
staff to be vetted. 

A standard form should be developed for requesting 
references from previous employers, and should 
include information about the character and 
performance of the candidate. Specifically it should ask 
the question Would you re-employ this candidate?" 
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VOLUNTARY & COMMUNITY SECTOR 

The situation is particularly confusing with regard 
to access to Garda clearance arrangements for 
staff in voluntary and community organisations. In 
some cases voluntary organisations can apply 
directly to the Central Vetting Unit. while other 
voluntary and community groups apply through the 
Health Boards. 

Apparently only organisations funded by Health 
Boards under Section 10 of the Child Care Act 
can apply to have staff vetted. This discriminates 
against children receiving childcare in other 
organisations. 

The Department of Justice. Equality and Law 
Reform are funding the NationalChildcare Strategy. 
which involves the creation of new'childcare places 
mainly in the voluntary. community and private 
sectors. There is considerable concern within the 
early years sector that only posts funded under the 
Strategy have been subject to vettingwhile 
significant numbers of staff working with very young 
children. often in the same facility. do not come 
under the requirements. 

The standard must be applied equally to all 
relevant employment positions and volunteering 
opportunities. regardless of the employer or setting. 
In line with the UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child. Human Rights and Equality Legislation. all 
children should have an equal opportunity to access 
care or services within high quality provision in 
which there are appropriate safeguards. 

Extension of existing arrangements is therefore 
required urgently. 

STUDENT PLACEMENTS 

Student placements within Social Work settings are 
being compromised because vetting has not been 
extended to academic and training organisations. 

Arrangements should be made urgently for all 
relevant academic and training organisations to 
access checks directly"from the Garda. 

STAFFWORKING WITH CHILDREN 
IN OTHER SECTORS 

There is currently no requirement to vet teachers. 

Staff in a wide range of other public sector facilities 
involving access to children are not vetted. for 
example. staff in leisure centres and pubtic 
libraries and park wardens. 

The level of vetting carried out in Ireland falls far 
below the standard within Northern Ireland and the 
UK. as well as in many European countries. 

The working group set up by the Department of 
Justice. Equality and Law Reform should address 
the following issues: 

- Relevant stakeholders including representatives 
from the Department of Health and Children. 
Health Boards and the Department.of Education 
and Science and other interests should be 
consulted as appropriate. 

- The agenda should include an examination of 
the administrative arrangements for criminal 
records checks in other jurisdictions. eg 
Scotland. Northern Ireland. 

- The standard should also be applied to all non 
nationals who wish to take up posts working with 
children. This will require inter country protocols 
such as that agreed with Nt. 

- Consideration should be given to placing vetting 
on a statutory basis. Provisions in The Protection 
of Children and Vulnerable Adults [NI) Bill. will 
make it an offence for soineone with an offence 
against children to apply for employment 
workingwith children and for an agency to 
employ anyone with a conviction-for an offence 
against children 

- Vetting arrangements should urgently be 
extended to the Education and Youth Sectors. 

PRE-EMPLOYMENT CONSULTANCY 

Unlike the Pre-employment Consultancy Service 
[PECS) in the North there is no mechanism within 
the South for alerting prospective employers to 
staff with relevant employment history. 

Consideration should be given to a Pre-employment 
Consullancy Service within education, the youth 
sector and health/social services to retain information 
on individuals who have been removed by their 
employers from posts involving access to children. 
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CROSS-JURISDICTIONAL ISSUES 

Cooperation betweenAn Garda Siochana, New 
Scotland Yard and PSNI is good and each assists 
with background checks on a cross jurisdictional 
basis. However, An Garda.Siochana do not share 
information on convicted sex offenders with the 
other jurisdictions and this would assist with 
monitoring the movement of convicted offenders 
and limit the potenti~l for them to gain employment 
in other countries. 

The adequacy of existing arrangements for sharing 
information on convicted sex offenders should be 
considered by an appropriate Inter-Departmental 
Forum. with due regard to theTecommendations of 
NSPCC's report - CUPICSO - Collection and Use of 
Personal Information on Convicted Sex Offenders. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The Council urged the Minister to take forward its 
recommendations and to ensure that without 
exception. all those who are appointed to positions of 
trust with children. either as paid employees in the 
statutory. voluntary and community sectors or as 
volunteers. must be subject to rigorous selection 
procedures which include vetting. 

IMPACT OF ADVICE 

The Minister'acknowledged Council's advice as "a 
very'valuable and practical piece of advice which will 
help me to ensure that the best possible structures 
are in place to protect children", The.advice was 
shared with the Minster for Justice. Equality and 
Law Reform and with Officials in the Departments 
of Justice. Equality & Law Reform. Education & 
Science. Health & Children, all of whom welcomed 
the Council's recommendations and considered it 
useful to have issues of concern within the current 
system identified. The working group on Vetting 
chaired by the Department of Justice. Equality & 
Law Reform and the Garda; was expanded to include 
the other Departmentswith responsibilities in this 
area. Submissions were subsequently sought from 
NGOs and others with a view to examining all of the 
issues from a number of perspectives, The Working 
Group,is due to report in 2004': 

The Council recognises the complexity of achieving 
a comprehensive vetting system as one element of 
good recruitment and employment practices 
designed to ensure children's safety. Council has 
continued to monitor progress on this critical child 
protection issue and recommends that this remains 
a priority for the newly appointed National Children's 
Advisory Council. 
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CONSULTATION WITH CHILDREN 
AND YOUNG PEOPLE POLICY 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
Report submitted to the Minister on 6th March 2003 

INTRODUCTION 

The Council was asked to advise the Minister for 
Children on how to build effective structures to 
consult with children and young people. At the 
outset Council felt it important to distinguish 
between consultation and participation in that 
consultation is a chance to express views and 
opinions whereas participation implies a more active 
involvement in deciding which issues are important 
enough to be consulted on in the first place. 
Consultation is therefore regarded as a process 
where views are sought but not necessarily taken on 
board by the consult;mt!s! whereas participation is 
regardec:f as a processwhere there is areal 
engagement, according to age/ability, in all stages 
and development ofa'programme, from 
conceptualisation, through operation to evaluation. 

BACKGROUND 

Over the last 10 years there has been a signilicant 
growth in awareness of the need and importance of 
consulting with children, resulting in the 
development of new mechanisms of consultation at 
both national and locallevels .. lt is now timely to 
review the extent and quality of these developments 
in order to find the optimum direction for policy and 
practice in this.area and to consolidate, within public 
and political thinking, a sustainable commitment to 
consultation with children. 

The policy context for consulting with children and 
young people is rooted in United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of the Child Article 12:-

"State Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of 
forming his or her own views the right to express those 
views freely in all matter.; affecting the child, the views 
of the child being given due weight in accordance with 
the age 'and maturity of the child" 

and embodied in the National Children'sStrategy 
Goal One which establishes the right of children and 
young people to be heard as a matter of national 
public policy. 

Prior to the launch of the National Children's 
Strategy, consultation initiatives were mainly run by 
the communitil/voluntary sedor. In preparation for' 
the National Children's,Strategy, an extensive 
consultation process took place that was 
groundbreaking in its approach. The launch 
of the Strategy and in particular the establishment 
of the National Children's Office has led to the 
development of a number of new formal consultation 
initiatives including the establishment of a Dail na 
n6g and of County based Comhairle na n6g or Youth 
Committees. 

However the various mechanisms and structures 
utilised are in the earliest stages of development 
and formal evaluation of many of the mechanisms 
utilised has not yet occurred. 

SUBGROUP 

Council established a subgroup to review the 
current status of consulting with young people in 
relation to public policy development and to make 
recommendations asto how best to develop 
comprehensive and effective consultation 
mechanisms. 

Paul Gilligan !ChairiISPCC 
Helen O'Donoghue Irish Museum of Modern Art 
Diarmuid Kearney National Youth Council of 

Ireland 
Catherine Lynch 

Averil Power 
Colette Murray 
Jean Kelly 

National Consultative 
Committee on Racism.and 
Interculturalism 
Independent nominees 
Pavee Point . 
Young Persons Representative 

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS 

The following is a summary of the key issues 
identified and of the recommendations' made 
by the Council. 



DEVELOPMENT OF NATIONAL STRUCTURES 

There is,a la'ck of a coherent framework at local. 
regional and national levels for the consultative 
processes that have been developed in recent years 

The National Children's Office lor an organisation 
designated by this office I should be given full 
responsibility for the devising of an action plan for 
the 'development, implementation and evaluation of 
Goal One of the National Children's Strategy. This 
plan should be approved by the National Children's 
Advisory Council and should be.reviewed by the 
Council on an annual basis. 

THE ROLE OF STATUTORY & VOLUNTARY 
ORGANISATIONS 

There is limited experience of consuLtation with 
young people in the statutory sector and greater 
commitment and experience within the community 
/ voluntary sector. 

All statutory organisations, particularly those with 
responsibility for children, need to develop children 
and young people's consultation processes in 
partner'ship with the community /voluntary sector. 

The National Children's Office should take 
responsibiLity for the drawing up of agreements 
between relevant government departments and 
voluntary organisations when embarking on 
consultative processes. The agreement should 
include conditions on resourcing the 
consultative process. 

ENCOURAGING YOUTH LED PARTICIPATION 

Consultation is often regarded as a top down 
approach to involvement whereas bottom up 
approaches also need to be developed. The Union 
of Secondary Students is an example of a youth led 
group established to communicate the views of 
student councils to the wider policy arena. 

There is a dearth of research and evaluation into 
youth led participation. 

The NationalChildren's Office should endeavour 
to set up a youth-led consultative committee for all 
of its activities under Goal One of the National 
Children's Strategy. 

The mapping of youth-led participation at local and 
national levels should be included in the research 
brief of the National Children's Office and further 
youth-led initiatives at local and national levels 
should,be supported by Government Departments. 

STATUTORY POSITIONS IMPACTING ON CHILDREN 

There are no mechanisms for engaging young 
people in the appointment of an Ombudsman 
for Children. 

Children and young people should be consulted on 
the recruitment; selection, role and responsibilities 
of all statutory positions impacting on them and in 
particular the Ombudsman for Children. 

PROMOTING GOOD PRACTICE 

Nationally. there is a lack of good quality 
information and resources on how to consult with 
children and young people. 

Consideration should be given to the establishment 
of a lead agency with responsibility for the 
documentation and dissemination of good practice 
to all relevant stakeholders. 

Assistance should be provided for organisations in 
the development of codes of practice that facilitate 
accountabiLity and transparency in relation to 
consultation with children and young peopLe. 

RIGHTS-BASED APPROACH 

The Language of the Children's Strategy is not 
strong enough to protect the rights of all children 
and young people in Ireland and'further provisions 
are necessary to strengthen the rights of children 
and young people, 

The NationaL Children's Office should investigate 
how rights-based approaches,could be utilised in 
consulting with children and young people. 

RECOGNISING CULTURAL DIVERSITY 

Good consultation practise must recognise cultural 
diversity and must develop diverse and appropriate 
mechanisms to ensure children and young people 
from diverse cultural backgrounds are effectiyely 
included in consultati,on processes. Consultation 
mechanisms should be consistent with the nine 
principles underpinning the Equality legislation. 
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METHODOLOGIES FOR ENGAGING YOUNG PEOPLE 

Many consultatiye processes that involve children 
and young people have been formaUn their 
approach, mirroring the type of consultation that 
involves the majority of adults in relation to public 
policy development, through written submissions 
and formal meetings. 

Youth work methodologies should be employed when 
devising. planning. implementing and evaluating' 
consultative and participative processes, All 
facilitators should be trained. 

SCHOOL PARTICIPATION 

While the Education Act 1998, acknowledges the 
right of post-primary students to set up student 
councils there is little encouragement or practical 
support.for the establishment and development of 
student councils in post primary school as a forum 
for youth participation. 

Provision of training to students involved in student 
councils. should be supported by the Department of 
Education & Science. 

School management boards and stalf should be 
provided with adequate information to allow them 
to support, encourage and enable the work of 
student councils. 

Guidelines to lacilitatethe development of 
School Councils within Primary schools should 
be developed and promoted. 

VOTER PARTICIPATION 

There is considerable disquiet with the reduction in 
voter participation, especially among young people. 

Avoter participation strategy should be implemented 
at local and national levels to encourage voter 
participation among young people and children. 

ENABLING YOUNGER CHILDREN TO PARTICIPATE 

The first evaluation of Dail na n6g noted that the 
voices of younger children were not being heard. 
There is a danger that younger children will be 
unable to engage meaningfully in consultative 
processes that are adult-led and follow adult
devised consultative methodologies. 

Civic, Social and Political Education modules should 
be developed in primary schools and youth 
organisations. TeChniques from the areas of'play and 
the arts should be utilised more in consulting 
younger children. 

EVALUATION PROCEDURES: 

Integrating Evaluation: 'Many consultative and 
participative processes involving children and 
young people-are not evaluated. 

Adequate lunds should be set aside to evaluate all 
consultative and participative structures involving 
children and young people, 

The National Children's Office should establish a 
monitoring and reporting process that requires 
relevant organisations to submit regular reports on 
work that they have done in relation to consultation 
with children and young people. 

Development of consultation structures should be 
linked with the allocation of all statutory funding, 

Formal consultation assessment mechanisms should 
be developed to ensure young people are'consulted 
on all policy matters impacting on their lives and'how 
effective these consullations have been, 

FUNDING AND PERSONNEL 

Consulting .children and young people on issues 
that affect them is not an easy task. Utilising 
creative and participative methodologies to consult 
with children and young people has major cost 
implications. 

Processes of consultation with children and young 
people at national. regional and local levels should 
be costed and sufficiently resourced. 

MOVING FROM CONSULTATION TO PARTICIPATION 

While the Council'S recommendations relate to 
consultation with young people, there is clearly a 
need to develop a national strategyror the 
development of mechanisms and structures that 
ensure the full participation of children and young 
people in Irish society. 

A National Strategy for the development of 
mechanisms and,structures that ensure the full 
participation of children and young people in Irish 
Society should be developed by the National 
Children's Office. 

Resources should be developed to.stimulate youth 
participation where children and young people 
develop, implement. manage and evaluate their 
own ,initiatives 

" 



IMPACT OF ADVICE 

The Minister acknowledged the report as "an excellent 
piece of work which clearly sets out the policy context 
for consulting with children and young people, the 
issues arising from this process and recommendations 
for future development in this area", A working group 
has been established to promote student councils in 
second level schools and a website and leaflet was 
launched early in 2004, The National Children's Office 
also welcomed the report. 

The Council is,particularly pleased that the National 
Children's Office facilitated the involvement of 
children in the appointment of the Ombudsman for 
children a'nd that the Office is currently developing a 
set of National Guidelines on consulting with 
children and young people, Clearly, developments 
with regard to giving children a voice are increasingly 
recognised as an imperative by Government and by 
agencies at all levels, The Council will continue to 
monitor progress in achieving this important goal, 

REVIEW OF 2002 MONITORING 
REPORT ON IMPLEMENTATION 
OF THE NATIONAL CHILDREN'S 
STRATEGY 
Report submitted to the Minister· July 2003 

BACKGROUND 

The terms of reference of the National Children's 
Advisory Council provide for the Council to have a 
role in monitoring the'implementation of the 
National Children's Strategy, A Monitoring Report 
on the Implementation of the National Children's 
Strategy was produced by the National Children's 
Office at the end 012002, This report was reviewed 
by the National Children's Advisory Council. 

SUBGROUP 

Paul Gilligan - ISPCC - Chair 
Marie Kennedy - National Children's Office 
Ray Dooley - Children's Rights Alliance 
Mamar Merzouk - Focus Ireland 
Suzanne Connolly - Barnardos 
Deirdre Dunworth - NCAC Secretariat 

A Subgroup was established'to review the 
Monitoring Report and compile a response, 
All members of the Council were invited to 
submit their views ana number of key areas, 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS & KEY 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

GENERAL COMMENTS: Progress 

While substantial progress has been made in 
many areas of the Strategy, overall progress has 
been inadequate to meet the commitments and 
to achieve the goals of the Strategy: At the present 
ratebf progress, the goals of the Strategy will 
not be achieved, 

GENERAL COMMENTS:Deficiencies 

The National Children's Strategy is Ireland's 
implementation plan for the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child, The Council noted that no link 
between the two is made in the Monitoring Report, 
nor is there any indication that the Strategy's 
implementation has been assessed in relation 
to the Convention, 
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GENERAL COMMENTS: Goal 1 -
Children Will Have a Voice 

The Council commented favourably on the. detail of 
the information supplied in relation to Goal 1, for 
which the National Children's Office takes the lead 
role. It expressed disappointment that integration 
of the voice of the child in planning and policy 
development has not been progressed, The passing 
of legislation on the Ombudsman for Children was 
welcomed but it was noted with great disappointment 
that the Ombudsman has yet to be appointed. It was 
also notedwith great disappointment that there has 
been no progress on the issues of the European 
Convention on the Exercise of Children's Rights, 
medical consent and children's constitutional rights. 
In relation to the Comhairle na n6g, it was the view 
of the Council that these should be independently 
evaluated. The Council was disappointed with the 
lack of progress made in relation to training and 
education of statutory and non-statutory personnel in 
relation to the entire body of children's rights, 
including bul not limited. to participation. The lack of 
progress in promoting awareness among children of 
their rights under the UN Convention was also noted. 

The establishment of the children·s news 
programme on Network 2 was welcomed. 

The Council noted that the Monitoring Report 
contains no substantial information about the Review 
of Guardian-ad-Litem services or family 
conferencing. 

GENERAL COMMENTS: Goal 2 -
Children's Lives Will be Better Understood 

The Council was disappointed with the lack of 
progress in relation to Goal 2. By end 2002, there 
has been no progress on child impact 
studies/statements, the development of child well
being indicators, the State of the Nation's Children 
Report, the National Children's Research 
Dissemination Unit, quality standards or better 
information systems. There has been limited 
progress on the National Longitudinal Study and the 
Children's Research Programme, 

GENERAL COMMENTS: Goal 3 -
Children Will Receive Quality Supports and Services 

The Council was generally of the view that the 
quality of information given about actions under this 
goal was mainly descriptive. The absence of any 
action plans or effectiveness indicators means that it 
is difficult to measure actual progress. 

- The Council is of the view that some of the 
Health Boards have yet to fully commit to the 
Strategy. The delivery of the Strategy at local 
level is not examined in the Report. 

EXPERIENCED DISPARITIES BETWEEN WHAT IS 
STATED IN THE REPORT AND WHAT IS HAPPENING 
ON THE GROUND 

The Council is of the view that on the basis .of. 
a descriptive report, it is difficult to estimate 
disparities between what is claimed and what is 
happening on the ground, as there are no measures 
of how effective initiatives actually are. The 
National Children's Office should commission 
research focused on the difference the Strategy is 
making at local level and examining the experience 
in a number oUocal areas in detaiL It is the 
experience of some organisations that their staff at 
local level find children·s services patchy, under
resourced and lacking in integration. 

GAPS OR DUPLICATIONS IN THE SERVICES 
COVERED BY THE REPORT 

As stated above, the Monitoring Report fails to 
examine delivery of the Strategy at local leveL The 
Report does not refer to the key role of the City And 
County Development Boards and does not explore the 
role of the Health Boards in implementing the 
Strategy. 

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 
General: 

- An implementation timetable should be drawn 
up that includes measurable, costed action 
plans for each commitment in the Strategy; 

- Evaluative components should be builHnto 
each initiative; 

- Government Departments should be made 
accountable, retaining overall responsibility 
for the implementation of the· Strategy; 

- There is a need for the National Children's 
Office to develop a watchdog role; 

- The Monitoring Report needs to be more 
detailed, analytical and criticaL 

Goal 1: 
The following priorities under Goal 1 of the Strategy 
have been identified: 

- The Ombudsman for Children should be 
appointed and adequately resourced; 

- There should be further development of Dail na 
n6g and Comhairle na n6g; 

- All organisations should be required to have a 
policy for children's participation with annual 
reporting mechanisms; 

- The issue of children's constitutional rights 
is a priority. 



GOAL 2 

While notingthe particular importance of child well 
being indicators and child impact statements, the 
Council considers that progress on all of the actions 
under Goal'2 is a priority. 

GOAL 3 

The Council believes that progress must be made in 
relation to all of the commitments and Objectives 
under Goal3 of the Strategy, Specific actions should 
be prioritised within the implementation timetable 
for each commitment's action plan and for the 
Strategy as a whole. Particular attention should be 
given to advancing those measures that promote the 
rights and meet the needs of the most vulnerable 
children, recognising that these are the children 
most likely to be materially affected by the success 
or failure of the· Strategy,The Council noted that such 
measures indude the following: 

- Safeguarding children from abuse and 
exploitation through full implementation of 
"Children First" Guidelines and Garda vetting; 

- Provide support to children with behavioural 
problems by adequately resourced and trained 
staff in appropriate and least restrictive settings; 

- Providing rights-based services to children 
with disabilities; 

- Implementing the Report of the Task Force 
on the Travelling Community; 

- Providing children with the financial supports 
necessary to eliminate child poverty in line with 
the agreed timetable and across the spectrum 
of health, education, accommodation and 
income adequacy; 

- Treating unaccompanied children seeking 
refugee status in accordance with best 
international practice and providing them with a 
designated social worker and guardian ad-litem; 

- Making the necessary statu'tory changes, to 
ensure adherence to the principles and 
provisions of the UN Convention on the Rights 
of the Child. 

CONCLUSION 

The Council urges that its recommendations should 
be taken on board to achieve the shared objective of 
promoting the rights and improving the quality of life 
of all children in Ireland. However it should be stated 
that there have been a number of .significant 
developments:since this report was submitted in 
July 2003. Council welcomes these:-

- Appointment of the Ombudsman for Children. 

- Progress on the Participation Agenda in 
particular the launch of'the Student Council 
Initiative. 

- Progress on the research agenda. 

- Longitudinal Study has recently gone out 
to tender. 

- National Childrens Office is fully operational 
having received its full staff complement and is 
now based in permanent accommodation. 
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ALCOHOL USE/MISUSE 
BY YOUNG PEOPLE 
Report sent to Minister - 3rd December 2003 

INTRODUCTION 

The Council was asked by the Minister 01 State with 
Responsi'bility for Children to provide advice on the 
issue of alcohol misuse by young people. The 
Council felt a responsibility to explore and reflect on 
the issues from the point of view of young people 
themselves and to better understand the extent of 
underage drinking, the reasons for it and what 
factors might influence young people towards 
resisting the temptation·to drink until they were 18. 

The project involved consultation with all members 
of Council and in particular the young people 
representatives, as well as appropriate background 
research. Consultation focused particularly 
on Council Members' views on the Interim 
Recommendations of the Task.Force on Alcohol 
as well as seeking the Members' views as to what 
works with young people and the policies and 
initiatives that might be effective. It was also 
considered important that the obstacles and 
challenges to reducing alcohol misuse should 
tie identified and ways of overcoming these 
suggested. The Council was particularly aware 
of the comprehensiveness of the Task Force's work 
to date, the extent of media attention and public 
debate, as well as policy and legislative reform since 
the publication of the Task Force Report. 

In addition to reviewing published studies and 
reports of consultations undertaken by a range of 
agencies, consultation sessions took place with 
several groups of young people, parents groups, 
parent representative bodies'and a number of 
service providers as well as acknowledged experts 
in the area of alcohol issues. Council would like in 
particular to acknowledge the input from the youth 
representatives on the Counciland their schools in 
Dublin and Tipperary, County Donegal Youth Council, 
the North Western Health Board and the group of 
young people in an addictionaltercare group. 

SUBGROUP 

The Council appointed a subgroup with relevant 
expertise and experience to oversee the project and 
engaged Consultant Lynne Peyton to assist with an 
appropriate consultative exercise. 

Suzanne Connolly 
Leonie O'Connoll 
Jean Kelly 
Cathy Kenna 

Margaret Webb 
Alison Keogh 
Deidre Dunworth 

Barnardos iChair) 
Youth Representative 
Youth Representative 
National Parents Council -
Primary 
Sugradh 
Secretarial NCAC 
Secretariat NCAC 

FINDINGS - KEY ISSUES 

What emerged was huge concern about the extent 
of alcohol misuse among the young and abou't the 
apparent powerlessness of society in general to 
tackle what is in effect a significant child protection 
issue. Many of those who were service providers 
were already offering specific initiatives for young 
people at risk from alcohol and drug misuse, Others 
were actively lobbying public representatives to 
provide urgent leadership. Consultation with 
recognised experts on the issue emphasised the 
importance of seeing young people's drinking habits 
and behaviour in the .context of Irish culture and 
society and advised that strategies which focused 
specifically on young people would not beeflective 
unless there was a shift in the behaviour of adults. 

While young people have always experimented with 
alcohol the situalion in Ireland at present seems to 
have spiralled out of control with children as young 
as 11 and 12 reporting drinking alcohol. while nand 
14 year olds,appear to find il relatively easy to be 
served in pubs; discos and off-licences. Many 15 to 
18 year aIds appear to drink regularly at weekends 
and the reported extenl of binge drinking raises 
worrying questions about how young people access 
alcohol. about parental supervision, and about the 
lack of law enforcement as concerns selling alcohol 
to minors. 

The issues identified by young people, parents and 
service providers are summarised below and 
demonstrate the significance of alcohol use among 
young people. 



THE ISSUES- WHAT YOUNG PEOPLE SAID 

- Alcohol is the drug most commonly misused by 
you n9. people. 

- Alcohol is widely available with apparently little' 
checking of IDs in off-licences, pubs or' clubs. 
Young people always know the pubs and off
licences where it is relatively easy to be served. 

- Drinking is seen as normal teenage behaviour 
and young people,drink for something to do. 

- Young people don't see alcohol as a drug and 
don't think of alcohol use as a health issue, 

- Friends are the most important influence for 
young people, then parents and then' their 
brothers/sisters. 

- The laws on underage drinking should be 
enforced with harsher penalties for those who 
sell alcohol to those under 18. 

- 10 cards are a good idea and there should be a 
crackdown on fake IDs. 

- Gardai need to be more visible and more active, 

- Advertising is an influence in the choice of,drink. 

- In many neighbourhoods the pub is the only 
place to socialise. 

- There has to be a range of appropriate 
alternatives·to pubs, which are planned in 
conjunction with young people and which stay 
open late. 

- YoLing people suggested awide range offacilities 
including swimming clubs, youth clubs, discos, 
skateboard parks, cinemas and drop-in centres 
with a range of activities. 

- Parents should provide closer supervision and 
exercise greater controls over younger children. 

THE ISSUES - WHAT PARENTS SAID 

- Parenls are more concerned about drugs 
than alcohol. 

- Parents need information about alcohol and 
its effects. 

- Parents need a network of other parents· for 
support and need to get involved in'alcohol 
prevention initiatives in their area. 

- Parents support a National 10 System. 

- Many parents are in favour of their children 
having a drink at home or with them from 
about age 16. 

- There are very few facilities where young people 
can socialise and a tendency to hang out in 
fields, lanes, street corners and parks, 

- Parents want to see more recreational facilities 
such as youth clubs, school and community 
discos,. and drop-in centres with a wide range 
of activities. 

- Parents worry about the potential for their 
children to get into trouble when they drink 
including taking drugs, fighting, sexual 
behaviour and drink driving. 

- Parents believe that the Gardai have an 
important role to play in both enforcing the law 
as regards sales to underage children as well as 
in apprehending children who are drinking, 
treating this seriously and either bringing them 
home or sending for their parents. 

THE ISSUES - WHAT SERVICE PROVIDERS SAID 

- Alcohol is the most widely misused substance in 
Ireland,and is the drug of choice across the 
generations. 

- Irish society tolerates alcohol misuse. 

- The risks to young people of underage drinking 
are numerous and increasing. 

- Binge drinking is a huge problem and children 
are starting to drink heavily and regularly, 
younger and younger. 

- Alcohol abuse by parents is widespread and has 
serious consequences for children. 

- Alcohol is the gateway to many other drugs'and 
is associated with all other forms of drug abuse. 

- Both alcohol and illegal drugs are widely 
available and increasingly affordable to 
young people. 

- Young people must be involved in developing 
policies and initiatives to combat alcohol abuse 
and in designing alcohol-free alternatives. 

- Legislation on underage drinking must be 
enforced to· curtail availability. 

- Alternative social and recreational opportunities 
must be developed and funded. 

- Little is known about the needs of minority 
communities and they are not addressed within 
current policy. 
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- The needs of young people with disabilities are 
neglected with regard to both ensuring they are 
provided with information and education about 
alcohol and drugs and also in ensuring that 
treatment and support services meet their 
needs. 

- There needs to be accessible support and 
treatment resources, dedicated to young people 
with dependency problems.' 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The Council fully acknowledged and supported 
the Government's actions to date and urged 
sustained, coordinated and focused action to 
address the extent of alcohol misuse among 
young people including:-

- The promotion 01 a range 01 alcohol Iree sport 
and leisure facilities which are attractive to 
adults as well as young people should be 
included within County Development Plans, and 
coordinated with other strategies such as the 
National Youth Development Ptan and the Irish 
Sports Council's Strategy. 

- The Government should urgently produce and 
resource an action plan and timescale lor 
implementing the remainder 01 the Task Force 
recommendations aswell asthe World Health 
Organisation's Declaration on Young People 
and Alcohol. 

- There must be awareness raising that alcohol. is 
the number one drug 01 choice among young 
people in Ireland and is associated with all other 
forms of drug misuse. 

- The Alcohol and Drugs Task Forces must work 
together to ensure the national policies on 
Alcohol and Drugs are more closely coordinated 
and delivered through local coalitions of 
relevant organisations. 

- Irish politicians and leaders in all walks of life 
must be prepared to show the way and 
demonstrate commitment to tackling alcohol 
misuse in Ireland as a whole and for young 
people in particular. 

- Relationships and. negotiations with the drinks 
industry must have clear outcomes in terms 01 
harm reduction. 

- Coordinated and integrated action is needed at 
all levels including at home, in.schools and in 
communities to ensure reduced availability and 
improved effectiveness of law enforcement. 

- Young people must be fully engaged in the 
debate and in designing the solutions, including 
trendy late opening and accessible alcohol-free 
clubs and cafes. 

- The needs of.young Travellers and other minority 
groups should be Tesearched and addressed in 
culturally appropriate ways, and there should be 
measures to ensure that programmes and 
initiatives are inclusive and accessible lor young 
people with disabilities and special needs. 

IMPACT DF ADVICE 

Council's advice has been welcomed by the Minister 
and shared with the Strategic Task Force on Alcohol 
as well as the Inter-Departmental Group on Alcohol. 
Council recognises the extent 01 progress to date by 
Government and the timeliness 01 the submission in 
the deliberations of the Task Force. The Council is 
particularly concerned about the lack 01 meaningful 
and appropriate alternatives to the pub culture for 
young people in Ireland and sees the development 01 
appropriate recreational facilities for young people 
as a priority. The Council will monitor developments 
in this area through its contact with the National 
Children's Office. 



REPRESENTATION OF 
YOUNG PEOPLE ON NATIONAL 
CHILDREN'S ADVISORY COUNCIL 
Advice submitted to the Minister for Children -
January 2004 

BACKGROUND 

As a new entity within the structures designed to 
implement the National Children's Strategy. the 
first NCAC had to take on the added challenge of 
involving young people in its deliberations. Council 
has tried to facilitate the effective engagement and 
involvement of young people throughout its three 
year term of office and has made. valuable progress 
which needs to be further developed by the next 
NCAC from May 2004 onwards. To assist this future 
developme~j the Chair wrote to the Minister in 
January 2004 outlining Council's recommendations 
and enclosing the Report on Working Well Together 
in the National Children:s Advisory Council: 
Experimenting with Inclusive Ways of Working' by 
Anne Colgan, Facilitator iMarch 2003) and the 
minutes of a subgroup on Representation'of Young 
People on NCAC IOctober 20(3). 

The Council felt that over the last three years, many 
important lessons have been learned from this 
unique experience, and. that it would be useful to 
formulate a record of their experience for future 
Councils. 

SUBGROUP 

A subgroup of the Council met in October 2003 to 
review the experiences of the 'first three years and to 
explore proposals for more effective mechanisms for 
involving young people. 

Peter O'Brien Chairman 
Marie Kennedy National Children's Office 
Ray Dootey Children's Rights Alliance 
Pat Quinn Ministerial Nominee 
Jean Kelly Youth Representative 
Leonie O'Connell Youth Representative 
Alison Keogh Secretariat NCAC 
Clare Brady (ISPCC) Facilitator for young people 

The Subgroup confirmed that many of these issues 
were still relevant at the end of 2003'and identified 
two viable options for enhancing Ihe representation 
of young people on NCAC. 

1. Establishing a Junior National Advisory Council 
2. Expanding the. full Council to include a greater 

number of·young members 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Following a full consideration of the options Council 
madeJhe following recommendations in a leiter to 
the Minister in January 2004. 

- A separate Young People:s National Children's 
Advisory Council should be established and be 
representative of appropriate organisations, 
thus allowing young people to feel they are 
representing a particular group and thatthey 
have a support system. 

- Membership should be drawn from nominees 
of the various organisations on NCAC and Dail 
na n6g 

- There'should be a minimum of 10 and 
maximum of 20 members 

- The Junior Council could elect members to 
sit on the NCAC Council 

- The Junior Council should have a direct link to 
the Minister 

- The Minister should attend a minimum of one 
Junior Council meeting each year 

REPORT ON EXPERIMENTING WITH INCLUSIVE 
WAYS OF WORKING IMARCH 2003) 

In response to a need to ensure youth representatives 
were able to playa full part in Council meetings. the 
NCAC had engaged a facilitator, Anne Colgan, to work 
with Iheyouth representatives and Council 10 explore 
effective and inclusive ways of working. 

Following an initial meeting with the young members, 
agreement was reached with the Chair and 
Secretariat to the following:-

- Replace Ihe existing formal long table 
arrangements wilh a more informal layout of a 
smalltop table.and a number of small tables 
around the room. This enabled members to sit 
in small groups. 

- Name plates would be provided. 

- There would be a short break in the middle 
of each meeting. 
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The young people made a presentation to full 
Council about their experiences to date and the 
things that made it difficult for them to join in the 
work. Difficulties included:-

- The subject matter is often. complicated. and 
different members have different levels of 
experience and knowledge about the various 
!ssues. 

- Meetings themselves'can move very quickly. 
Technical terms and use of initials/abbreviations 
can make it hard to follow. 

- Not knowing other people makes it difficult to 
speak out in meetings. 

Working in small groups. Council members came up 
with recommendations for good practice to ensure 
that everyone can bring their point. experience and 
insights to the work and that the needs and views of 
young people are·central. 

GOOD PRACTfCE GUfDELINES INCLUDED 
ENSURING:-

- Agenda was manageable 

- Papers circulated in good time 

- jargon avoided 

- Structured yet informal meetings to encourage 
participation 

- More subgroup/small group working 

- Random seating 

- Continuity of representation 

- A mechanism for people to get to know each 
other 

- A glossary of terms 

- An additional young peoples representative 

- Continuity and transition arrangements for 
young people representatives 

- Clarity of roles 

A residential meeting was subsequently arranged in 
April 2002 to facilitate team-building and to create a 
shared understanding of the Council's work as well 
as to review and forward plan the Council's work 
programme. 

This very successful event demonstrated the 
,strengths of Council as well as the challenges 
involved in fully drawing on the skills. strengths and 

experiences of all members. including the young 
people representatives. 

The Council also agreed on the need for a clear 
method of deciding what matters the Council should 
give advice on and how to advise the Minister. 

SUPPORT FOR YOUNG MEMBERS 

The Facilitator's suppon for young members was 
mainly through individual telephone conversations 
about items on the work programme and conference 
calls. They also met briefly before and/or after 
Council meetings. The Facilitator also acted as a 
liaison person for young members with the Chair. 
subgroup. convenors and consultants. 

Young members took part in the various subgroups 
and found this was a good experience and a useful 
way to contribute to the work of Council. The 
Facilitator supported their involvement by discussing 
the issues and process with them between 
meetings. However while the presentations made by 
subgroups to Council were clear the subsequent 
discussions were often difficult for young people 
to follow. 

The size and format of the Monitoring Report made 
it inaccessible for the young people. It is clear that 
some other mechanism for the Council to contribute 
to the monitoring of implementation o'f the National 
Children's Strategy will be needed if young members 
are 10 contribute meaningfully to the process. 

EVALUATING PROGRESS - REFLECTIONS FROM 
ADULT MEMBERS 

At the end of the facilitated period. several adult 
members of Council gave written or verbal feedback 
on a short questionnaire designed by the facilitator 
to assess progress in working inclusively. 

- While therewas a general sense that the 
recommendations made at the Residential 
meeting in April 2002 had been implemented 
and had been positive. there was still concern 
about the pace of meetings. the exlent of the 
agenda. the lack of clarity about representation. 
inconsistency of attendance and membership 
and the relative expertise of some members. 

- There was a general sense that the young 
peoples involvement had been positive 
and helpful. 

- Respondents were very positive about the work 
of subgroups and about the value of the small 
group work'atCouncil meetings. as ways of 
getting involved and having a say. 



REFLECTIONS FROM YOUNG PEOPLE 

All three young members discussed the experience of 
the last year and two gave feedback directly to the 
Council in the form of a presentation. in February 
2003. Young People fell:-

- The new ways of working had been helpful 

- The watchdog system helped to ensure meetings 
are free of jargon and moreunderstandable 

- Discussions can get in-depth very quickly 

- The.work on Child Protection Guidelines was a 
good experience 

- Changing membership is unhelpful 

- Young members are clear they are drawing on 
personal experience and not representing others 

- Young members should be able to raise 
important issues 

- The efforts made by the Chairperson and 
subgroups' convenors. involvement in subgroups 
and the process of facilitation had helped them 
feel included and involved. 

- Away days·and longer meetings help people 
get to know each olher. 

Young members were divided as to whether a 
separate forum would be useful feeling that they 
needed to work in partnership with adults on NCAC. 

The fallowing are excerpts from the young peoples 
presentations to Council. 

YOUNG PERSON A 

I no longer find problems with the language or with the 
pace of the meetings. The "Watch-dog" has been a great 
help, the agenda is not difficult to follow and the 
problems that came up have been dealt with. And I thank 
everyone for looking after us. 

However. I still feel our role as representatives of youth 
issues could be more significant. It is great to listen- and 
understand buUt is also important to be heard, 

"I was really disappointed when I heard that the emphasis 
was to go on negative things like alcohol, drugs and 
obesity. Positive health issues like recreation and sports 
facilities are important too. From our point of view it 
is much better for the Council to put the emphasis 
on positive topics for young people rather than 
on problems ". 

"We find it frusirating that we do not get to inform the 
Minister about topics and issues that are important to us. 
After all, that was the purpose in appointing young 
representatives. This is not working as well as we had 
hoped. This needs to be looked at again by the Council 
and discussed by all of the members so that we can 
highlight vel)' important issues in the lives of young 
people". 

YOUNG PERSON B 

"I know we are to advise·the minister on matters affecting 
children's lives, but what does that really mean? My 
interpretation involves a one.on one interaction with the 
minister. a selection by the Council of the key areas, which 
are in turn submitted to the Minister Last year this was 
reversed- The ministers' letter requesting our advice on 
areas he found.to be of key importance. In this context we 
are not free to contribute using our own experience, 
instead I believe our hands are tied". 

"I would like to think up to now our contribution has been 
effective. Three children were placed on the Children'S 
Advisol)' Council to bring our experience of our life in 
Ireland, we do not cfaim to represent our peers, but I hope 
other members have found our contribution worthwhile. 

In front of me I have a room full of brilliant people, a 
diverse group bringing their experience to the council 
with one aim- to make children's lives better Wow, a 
powerful sentence, lets do just that!" 

Clearly one of the most significant and unresolved 
issues from young people was how they can bring the 
issues they are concerned about to the allention of 
the Minister. They wanted for example to ensure 
young people know about the risks of osteoporosis 
and were disappointed that the Minister was not 
advised on this subject. [Appendix 21 

Lack of clarity about Council's role in revising issues 
is not just an issue for young members but for all 
Council members. 
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SUBMISSION ON THE 
HEALTH REFORM PROGRAMME 
Report submitted to the Minister - August 2003 

INTRODUCTION 

As part of the Health Reform Programme, the 
National Children's Advisory Council was asked to 
submit views on the impending changes in the 
Health.5ervice, 

KEY FINDINGS 

Council's feedback is summarised on the standard 
template devised by the Office for Health 
Management under the fOllowing headings: 

QUESTIONS/ISSUES REQUIRING CLARIFICATION:-

- Was the National,Children's Strategy taken into 
account when formulating these new structures? 

- Have'the Brennan and Prospectus Reports taken 
account of the needs and rights of children in 
their deliberations? 

- How does the Government know that these 
changes will not .make the system worse? What 
proof is there that the changes will work? 

- Is there any analysis of how the changes will 
affect the end user, the customer? 

- What thought has been given to how change will 
be implemented at local level? 

- More clarification needed as to how the reforms 
will affect children's services on the ground, 

HOPES ABOUT THE REFORM 

- That the reforms will improve equity of access 
and remove the two tier system which is 
currently in place, 

- That there will be more detailed information 
about how the reforms will save money but at 
the same time provide services where they are 
needed most. 

- That they will greatly improve the delivery and 
quality of children's services across the country, 

- That due account was taken of how the proposed 
changes will affect children, 

- That the reforms will improve Health Board 
efficiency in working withvoluntary 
organisations, 

CONCERNS ABOUT THE REFORM 

- There is a lack of partnership in the consultation 
process, Why were key stakeholders e,g, NGOs 
not consulted directly? 

- At the moment the Health Boards have a huge 
dependency on the voluntary sector, Will this 
differ with the changes? 

- How will the new structures impaCt on the 
Government's objective to, integrate public, 
service delivery at local level through the 
city/county board development process? 

- The Health Boards playa huge role in the 
delivery of the National Children's Strategy, 
How will the new structures affect this? 

- The consultation process was badly timed during 
summer holidays and will have prevented some 
groups/organisations from consulting with 
their members, 

Council would like to see these changes being 
managedl implemented in the following ways:-

- A more open and inclusive process is essential if 
there is to be a buy-in from all the stakeholders 

- Children's needs must be a priority within the 
new·structures and this will mean consulting 
with those who work with children on,the 
front line, 

- There needs to be a clear definition of 
responsibilities in the new organisations 
and most importantly there needs to be 
accountability, 

CONCLUSION 

In order to make this change happen the National 
Children's Advisory Council would like to see a 
partnership approach adopted throughout the 
process and all information communicated in a 
timely manner. There should be meaningful 
consultation on all issues relating to children, 
and a focus on outcomes and improvements in 
services and facilities for all children, 



Section 3 - The Next Steps, Future 
RoLe, Structure, Supports 
& Objectives of the NCAC 

The NCAC was a ground breaking initiative in that 
it had a diverse membership bringing together 
representatives of the statutory and voluntary sector, 
the research community, parents and young people 
themselves. Some·of the organisations represented 
work with groups of children and famil',es 
experiencing difficulties in their lives, while others 
represent broad cross-sections of children and 
young people around the country. This ensured a 
wide perspective to the work undertaken by the 
Council. The direct involvement of three young 
people as full members of Council, while invaluable, 
posed particular challenges and these have been 
fully reported on in the report on Representation of 
Young People in Section 2. In its initial three years 
the first NCAC has worked hard to deliver against its 
key functions and has further developed these into 
a broad ranging list of strategic priority issues -
see Appendix 1. 

Council has also considered a number of issues and 
where possible made recommendations about how 
these might be progressed, while others will require 
further consideration. The issues include:-

- Composition and membership of Council. 

- Young People's participation. 

- Terms of Reference. 

- Agenda and work programme. 

- The frequency and duration of meetings. 

- Secretariat. 

- Budget. 

COMPOSITION AND MEMBERSHIP 

Involvement in Council has required considerable 
commitment in terms of both time, patience and 
enthusiasm from all its members. In general. 
however, the rewards have been perceived as being 
involved in an innovative process and engaged in a 
high level forum which facilitates networking and 
exchanging information between a wide range of 
organisations and interests. For many members it is 
a way of keeping informed of and influencing 
significant developments relating to children's issues 
at a national level. It is a unique opportunity to work 
closely with young people and to hear their views 

and perspectives. Members are committed to this 
multi-agency and mUlti-disciplinary approach. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

- It will be important for the membership of the 
next Council to continue to reflect this diversity. 

- It is felt that the current membership of 30 
is workable and that it is important not to 
significanlly increase the size of the Council 
in order for it to work effectively. 

- Membership should however be extended to 
include representatives from the Department 
of Justice, Equality and Law Reform, Department 
of Health and Children, and An Garda Siochana. 

The key issues in relation to membership are who 
members are there to represent andhow to achieve 
consistent attendance. While organisational 
representatives appear comfortable that they are 
generally representing their agency, the young 
people have no constituency. The young people in 
particular would be keen to identify mechanisms 
whereby they could reflect the views of young people 
rather than their personal opinions and feeUhat the 
views of disadvantaged young people and those from 
minority groups are not portrayed. While the 
independent nominees did not formally represent a 
particular constituency, their varied roles and 
professional experience brought a valuable 
dimension to the membership. 

Attendance has been variable with many members 
prioritising thework of Council, while a minority 
have unfortunately, for a variety of reasons, been 
unable to attend regularly. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

- Clear protocols for membership need to be agreed. 

- Mechanisms for substitutions either permanently 
or on a deputising basis will have to be agreed 
and upheld by the next Council. 

- Council would be concerned that to ensure 
consistency and to offset potential delay in 
carrying on the work of Council it is essential 
that a significant number of the current 
members are retained. 
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YOUNG PEOPLE'S PARTICIPATION 

The inclusion 01 young people as full.members of 
the NCAC was unprecedented in the formation of 
any Advisory Council in Ireland. Their presence on 
Council has broughta fresh perspective and 
valuable insights into the proceedings. Inevitably. 
their involvement has posed many challenges.and 
these are outlined in detail in section 2 and formed 
the basis of advice to the Minister. 

Useful lessons have been learned in relation to the 
conduct of the meetings. and the presence of young 
people at the meetings encouraged adult members 
to examine the language they used and the way in 
which they expressed themselves. The meetings 
became less formal and there was a more relaxed 
atmosphere. Participation by the young people made 
the adults more aware of how articulate young 
people can be and how they can contribute. At each 
meeting a "watchdog" was appointed to guard 
against jargon. All of these changes were useful in 
making the meetings more accessible for everybody. 
not just the younger members. Participation in the 
NCAC helped the younger members understand the 
issues as well as processes in exploring particular 
areas of concern and they learned much about the 
mechanisms of Government Departments. 

The younger membersfEilt that they did not have as 
much to contribute on some of the more technical 
sUbjects. such as the review of the Monitoring 
Report. They also felt that their role was not as 
defined as the other members who represent 
specific organisations. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

- Council recommends the establishment of a 
separate Young People's National Children's 
Advisory Council which would have a direct link 
to the Minister. 

- A small number of representatives of the Junior 
Council would also sit on NCAC to ensure 
appropriate links with the full Council. 

- If this were not immediately viable. representation 
of young people could be increased substantially 
to approximate one quarter or one third' of the 
total members of 'NCAC. 

TERMS OF REFERENCE 

The terms of reference for the Council have been the 
subject of numerous discussions over the past three 
years and Council was facilitated by a Consultant in 
determining how best it could fulfil its advisory and 
monitoring responsibilities. The issue of whether the 
Council should be giving advice to the Minister on an 
ad-hoc basis !'as caused much discussion among 
Council members. It has been debated by members 
as to whether the Council should work on its own 
initiative and make decisions about which issues it 
wishes to explore. Ultimately the Council adopted an 
approach which centred on the fact thatits role was 
advisory. that the NCAC should not respond to 
particular crises and that it should primarilyrespond 
to requests for advice from the Minister. in addition 
to exa'mining and commenting on the Monitoring 
Report on implementation of the National Children's 
Strategy. The continuing debate about Council's role 
delayed the Council in its work and allowed 
procedures to be challenged and debated. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

- It is essential that the Minister confirms the 
Terms of Reference for the new Council. in light 
of the experience to date and in the context of 
the resources·to be made available to Council to 
support its work. 



AGENDA AND WORK PROGRAMME 

Council has produced a significant number of 
reports on issues of national importance to the well
being of young people and of relevance to the 
implementation of the National Children's Strategy, 

Using consultants to work on reports has worked 
well for the Council. The consultant's distance from 
the work'of the Council and the various.members 
puts them in an ideal position to collate the views 
of the individual members, their organisations, and 
other relevant'bodies, Increasingly young members 
have been engaged in designing and overseeing the 
work, The subgroup structure has been beneficial 
and Council welcomed the presentations and 
production of draft reports which when, agreed, 
reflected the view of the Council as a whole. It has 
been suggested that when consultants are engaged 
and/or sub-groups are established that. where 
appropriate, the needs/circumstance of minority 
children are given due consideration e.g. on issues 
such as consultation, 

As previously stated, it was agreed by the Council 
that their work programme' should concentrate on 
requests for advice from the Minister for Children, 
Individual organisations are free to contact the 
Minister to request that specific· items should be 
placed on the agenda, The Minister will then decide 
whether or not to pursue the issue having regard to 
other priorities and available resources. 

It has also been suggested that the work 
programme of the NCAC might be expanded to allow 
the Council to make submissions as appropriate. 
The Council was invited to make a submission on 
the subject of Heaith Service Reform but there are 
no spe'cific arrangements in place to allow the 
NCAC contribute on an ongoing basis to calts 
for submissions. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

- A Protocot for placing items on the Agenda 
should be· developed and circulated to each 
member to avoid any confusion when the 
NCAC is re-established, 

- A Protocol should also be established to 
facilitate the NCAC responding to .calls for 
submissions where the subject is likely to be 
of relevance to children and young people, 

THE FREQUENCY & DURATION OF MEETINGS 

The Council met approximately 6 times per annum 
in full session with meetings taKing place 
approximatety every two months. The majority of 
meetings were held in Dublin, with the exception of 
two residential sessions that took place in Kilkenny. 
Meetings normally commenced at 11 and lasted'for 
approximately three hours including a coffee break. 

As many of the members, including the young 
members, had to travel to Dublin from other parts of 
Ireland, it was suggested that fewer meetings of a 
longer duration might be more'realistic with more of 
the work being progressed through the mechanism 
of subgroups. 

During.the term of the Council,Subgroups were 
established as required, to undertake specific pieces 
of work and to draft reports on behalf of the full 
Council. This approach worked well and through 
presentations and receiving copies of draft reports, 
all Council members were apprised of developments 
and had ownership of the final submissions, 

This approach appears to be consistent with the 
methodology of other Councils including the: 
National Crime Council. the National Advisory 
Council on Drugs and the Council o~ Ageing and 
Older People, 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

- The mechanism of the overnight away day was 
essential for team building and the promotion of 
cohesion among members and it recommended 
that tliis type of workshop shouldbe arranged 
early in the life of the new Council. 

- Dublin seems to be the most appropriate venue 
for Council meetings. Quarterly one day 
meetings should be considered with thework 
being progressed between meetings by 
subgroups and a permanent secretariat. 
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ADVICE AND OUTCOMES 

During its current term the Council has produced 
several reports for the Minister which examined 
issues of national concern as regards the wellbeing 
and safety of children in Ireland. 

This advice has been well received by the Minister 
and has contained· concrete achievable 
recommendations, many of which have been taken 
on board by the various Departments. Increasingly 
the reports have incorporated the views of young 
people and because of the breadth of Council 
membership, the recommendations have been both 
comprehensive and wide ranging. The impact of this 
advice and the outcomes achieved are noted in 
Section 2 in relation to each report. 

In the Council's meetings with the Minister, 
members are updated with regard to progress 
on the different areas on which advice has been 
given. The Minister also writes to the Chair 
outlining developments. 

However, for many Council members a dilemma 
exists as to the extent of the Council's responsibility 
and' influence. Inevitably the Council wants to see its 
recommendations implemented in a timely manner 
in order to achieve'the desired outcomes for children 
andyoung people envisaged in the National 
Children's Strategy. 

THE VEHICLES CURRENTLY OPEN 
TO COUNCIL INCLUDE:-

Submission of reports, advice and progress reports 
via the Minister and the Director of the NCO and 
commenting on the Monitoring Report of the NCO. 

As part of its monitoring role, the NCAC critique of 
the Monitoring Report prepared annually by the 
National Children's Office offers Council members 
the opportunity to examine issues and evaluate 
progress.on the actions outlined' in the Strategy. 
The specialist knowledge and experience of 
members will enable them to critically examine the 
Monitoring report and highlight issues/areas of 
concern where appropriate. 

RECOMMENDATION 

- Protocols should also be developed whereby 
Council is regularly updated and enabled to 
keep track of progress against 
their recommendations. 

SECRETARIAT/RESOURCES 

The secretariat and administrative support to the 
NCAC has been provided by the National Children's 
Office and although the Council has welcomed the 
support and commitment of NCO Officials the 
need for a full time dedicated Secretariat has been 
demonstrated. This would provide the day to day 
support needed for the Council to achieve its 
full potential. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

- In order for the Council to be able to fulfil its role 
as an advisor to the Minster, a full time 
secretariat is required. This would maintain the 
independence of Councit and guard against 
potential conflict of interest. 

- The integrity of Council would also be enhanced 
by the establishment of an entirely separate 
identity including a dedicated phone line, 
stationery and website. 

- A review of staffing levels of similar Councils 
would suggest that an appropriate complement 
would be an AD and a CO. Further consideration 
should also be given as to whether the next 
Chairperson would have the capacity to drive the 
day to day work with the support of a dedicated 
secretariat or whether Council also needs a 
Principal Officer post to lead on its work plan. 



BUDGET 

The Council's budget is within'the allocation of 
Government funding identified for the'establishment 
of the new structures to support implementation of 
the strategy, The actual amount designated for the 
Council hils never been made explicit and Council 
has expressed concern about this lack of 
transparency, 

The Council recognises that because, under the 
present arrangements, the Secretariat is based in 
the National Children's Office, there are ancillary 
costs which are borne by the NCO, These include 
items such as office space, light & heat, phone 
calls etc. Staff salaries are also currently met from 
within the NCO budget. If the Council were to be 
established as a truly independent entity then 
these items would need to be factored into 
projected estimates, 

Estimated Full Year Costs for the National 
Children's Advisory Council (based on the 2003 
expenditure of the NCAC) 

Chairman 

Cost of meetings 
(approximately 6 plenary sessions per 
annum including one residential meeting) 

Travel & Subsistence 

Printing 

Website 

Consultancy "(approx 3 projects) 

TOTAL COST 

€7,600 

€ 12,000 

€2,OOO 

€3,OOa 

noon 
€40,OOO 

€65,600 

"The engagement of consultanls to co-ordinate and 
produce reports is standard practice across a 
number of Councils, particularly where a Council 
does not have its own research staff. 

RECOMMENDATION5 

- lt is important ihat the Council be allocated 
an appropriate budget which reflects the costs 
of a full time secretariat, meetings, and the 
consultations/research necessary to fulfil its 
functions, 

- The above estimate of a fullyear cost should 
provide a helpful indication of what a re
established Council might cost on an 
annual basis, 

34 



35 

Appendix 1 - BUSINESS PLAN 2001-2004 

MISSION STATEMENT 

The Mission of the National Children's Advisory 
Council is to make a difference to children and 
young people's lives, by making childhood and 
youth a more positive and enjoyable experience 
for everyone, 

Business Committee - A subgroup was convened to 
map out the direction of the work of the NCAC for its 
term of office, 

Owen Keenan [convenor) 
Ray,Dooley Children's Rights Alliance 
Peter O'Brien Chairperson 
John Collins National Children's Office 
Breda Long Health Boards 
David Cawley Young People's Representative 
John Treacy Irish Sports Council 
Representative from Play and Recreation sub-group 
Representative from Voice of the Child sub-group 

ROLE 

The National Children's AdVisory Council has an 
independent advisory and monitoring role in,relation 
to the implementation of the National Children's 
Strategy. reporting to the Minister for Children, 
Comprising children and young people. the voluntary 
and statutory sectors, and the research community, 
the Council will build on the successful participation 
of these interests in the development of the Strategy, 
The first Council intends to make a positive 
and effective contribution to the implementation 
of the National Children's Strategy during its three
year term, 

FUNCTIONS 

- To advise the Minister on all aspects of 
children's lives, including the development 
of child wellbeing indicators, 

- To advise the Minister on the better co
ordination and delivery of services to children, 

- To contribute to monitoring and evaluation of the 
implementation of the Strategy at national and 
local level. 

- To undertake and advise on research, 

- To advise on training in relation to the Strategy, 

- To advise on the devetopment of mechanisms 
to consult with children, 

VISION STATEMENT 

The National Children's Advisory Council will assist 
the realisation of the National Children's Strategy 
through supporting the Minister in promoting the 
implementation of agreed and child-centred 
legislative, social policy and service delivery 
strategies, These strategies will be reviewed and 
evaluated, and will be informed by thorough, full and 
competent consultation with children and young 
people. and by the availability of comprehensive and 
contemporary information on the situation of 
children in Ireland, 

KEY CONSIDERATI(lNS 

The Council will make this happen by supporting 
change in society. which ensures: 

- That children and young people are fully involved 
and consulted, as far as possible. in all of the 
areas where decisions are made that affect their 
lives, whether that is in government, in health, 
in education, in leisure. or in community and 
family life, 

- That children and young people have access to 
as,wide a range as possible of activities and 
services that they have had a say in designing, 

- That children and young people are treated with 
dignity and respect and seen as people rather 
than as problems, 

- That all young people are treated equally 
and resources don't just go to those with the 
loudest voices, 

And, most 'of all. that government. organisations 
and individuals learn how to 'listen' to children and 
young people, 



Strategic Priorities 2001 - 2004 
Advising the Minister on'all aspects 01 children's 
lives, including the development 01 child wellbeing 
indicators 

The Council will 

- Advise the Minister on g'aps in provision or areas 
for priority action and, in,co-operation with the 
arrangements being put in place by the Cabinet 
Committee on Children, review progress 
across sectors, 

- Advise the Minister for Children on ,effective 
policies and practices, which will ensure that 
the voice of children and young people is heard 
in lheir own communities, and in the 
development of national and local structures 
and systems, ' 

- Carry out research and provide policy advice in 
relation to specificareas of children's lives'as 
requested.by the Minister, in the first instance, 
in relation to play and recreation, 

- Periodically undertake activities, including the 
publication of reports and public statements, 
designed to support implementation of 
the Strategy. . 

- Contribute to the preparation of Ireland's three
year report to the United Nations Monitoring 
Committee on the Rights of the Child. 

- Produce an annual report', 

Advising the Minister on the better co-ordination 
and delivery 01 services to children 

The Council will 

- Advise the Minister on the development, 
co-ordination and delivery of services relevant 
to children. 

- Advise on methods to improve the effectiveness 
of local planning and co-ordination for services 
relevant to children. 

- Carry out special research in areas where 
servic'e delivery is problematic and present 
recommendations for action. 

- Advise the Minister on hovv linkages between 
community, voluntary and statutory services can 
be developed . 

Contributing to monitoring and evaluating the 
implementation 01 the Strategy at national and 
local level 

The Council will 

- Monitor and evaluate the implementation of the 
Strategy, with special emphasis on its impact as 
viewed by children and young people. 

- Collect and distribute information, which will 
inform the Council in its monitoring and 
evaluation of the implementation of the Strategy. 

- Identify accomplishments associated with the 
implementation of the Strategy. 

- Identify areas where implementation has.not 
adequately advanced the Strategy's goals 
and objectives. 

Undertaking and advising on research 

The Council will 

- Commission and publish research on the lives of 
children and young people in Ireland, with 
special emphasis on the experience of being 
a child or young person in Ireland today. 

- Advise on areas where research should 
be encouraged'. ' 

- Promote research that is innovative in applying 
the principles and approach of the National 
Children's Strategy and, in particular, the whole 
child perspective. 

Advising on training in relation to the.5trategy 

The council will 

- Develop ways of supporting the participation 
of children and young people, 

- Advise on the development, promotion and 
delivery of training initiatives-which promote 
the Child-friendly society and child-centred 
approach to policy and services as envisioned 
in the Strategy, . . 

-Support the' recommendations of the UN 
Committee on the Rights of the Child. 

- Enable those.,whose work impacts on the lives 
of children, to incorporate a children's rights 
approach to their work. 

• It was sub_sequentty agreed by'the NCAC that a final report covering the entire term of office would be more appropriate. 
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Advising on the development of mechanisms to 
consult with children 

The Council will 

- Inquire into best practice and policy, drawing on 
international and national experts, young people, 
practitioners,and social poticy analysts. The 
Council will publish its findings. 

- Develop broad principles and identify good 
practice in relation to. consultation with children. 

- Produce a set of guidelines for policy makers 
and practitioners and advise on mechanisms to 
consult with childr~n, 

- Work with the Nationat Children's Office 
to develop support materials for consutting 
with children. 

- Model 'best practice' in consulting with children 
and promote this nationally. 

IMPLEMENTATION 

The specific actions necessary to implement"the 
strategic priorities identified above will be included 
in the Council's annual.business plan. This process 
will include an annual review of progress. 

The-council will meet the Minister for Children at 
least once each year. 



Appendix 2 - Presentation by Young People 
Representatives to Council -
on an issue of concern to 
young people 

Why it is important for the Council to support an 
awareness campaign for Osteoporosis. 

The most important point is that this is an issue that 
affects young people. and the general public are not 
even aware of it and most people are ignorant about 
it until it hits them and then it is too late. 

Most teenagers don't even know the word 
osteoporosis and most adults think it is a disease 
of old age. 

But the Life you lead as a child and teenager 
decides whether or not you will get this very painful 
bone disease as you grow older. 

The Osteoporosis society has very important 
information which should be given to young people. 
especially girls. so that they will have healthy lives 
and will not spend their old age in pain. They are 
trying to get videos and information packs into 
schools but they do not have the funding or the 
publicity they need. At the moment. the Government 
are asking them to cost. but il they don't put in 
money now. it will cost a lot more later on. It is not 
an "old ladies' disease". More and more young 
people are contracting il because of the way we live. 

II would be great work for the Children's Council 
to give young people a chance of a healthier life 
by educating them about this disease. The diet you 
have and the exercise you get in your childhood 
are the two most important points to get across. 

The years between ages 8 and 14 are crucial. and 
people do not know that. 

It would also support all our efforts 10 get better 
sport and recreation facilities. because people would 
know that it is not just a question of getting young 
people olf the streets by having them play sporl. 
It is also a question of saving a lot of money in the 
healthcare that will be needed if a great many 
people get osteoporosis as they get older. 

Jean and Leonie 
April 27th '02. Kilkenny 
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