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Fostering separated children and young people: The experiences of carers
By: Dr. Muireann Ní Raghallaigh, Lecturer in Social Work, School of Applied Social Science, University College Dublin.
Introduction
This article is based on a research study which aimed to explore the relatively new practice of placing separated children and young people in foster care and supported lodgings.

Separated children and young people (henceforth separated young people (SYP)) are children under the age of 18 who are outside of their country of origin and separated from their legal or customary caregiver. The first separated young person came to the attention of the HSE in 1996. In the subsequent years a significant number presented to the HSE’s Team for Separated Children Seeking Asylum (TSCSA)
, with the figure reaching a peak of 1085 in 2001. The number of SYP arriving in Ireland has decreased substantially since then, with 99 children referred  to the TSCSA in 2011 and 71 children referred in 2012. Many of those who are referred are placed in care by the HSE and apply for asylum, while others are reunited with family members. SYP come from a wide range of different countries including the Democratic Republic of Congo, Nigeria, Brazil, South Africa, Venezuela and Afghanistan. Most are in their mid to late teens. Prior to 2011 the vast majority of SYP lived in hostel accommodation: these were not approved residential homes but instead were privately run centres with few if any qualified staff employed. Their use received much criticism (e.g. Comnmissioner for Human Rights, 2008; Charles, 2009). The last hostel closed in December 2010, when the HSE’s ‘equity of care’ policy became fully implemented: this involved providing SYP with the type of care provided to citizen children – in foster care / supported lodgings
 and residential care. The majority of the young people are now placed in short-medium term residential units upon arrival and then subsequently moved to foster care and supported lodgings.
The study on which this article is based involved interviews with SYP (n=21), carers (foster carers and supported lodgings carers) (n=16), and stakeholders, including social workers (n= 32 ). This article will focus on the views of foster carers in relation to their positive experiences of caring for these young people, as well as the challenges that they face. Of the 16 carers, 10 stated that their country of origin was Ireland while 6 had migrated to Ireland from an African country.
Positive experiences

While challenges inevitably arose within the family placements, overall the research suggested that the new system of care for SYP was working well. It was evident from interviews with all parties that the carers played a very important role in ensuring that this was the case. Their role was especially important in relation to the young people’s initial adjustment in family placements. This happened at a time when the young people were often still adapting to a new and very different culture, a process that is widely recognised as stressful for many individuals (Berry et al., 2006). Carers identified various things that helped young people to settle. These ranged from ensuring that young people were kept busy in the initial period, especially if they were not yet attending school, to ensuring that the they could see that they were being treated the same as the carers’ own children, something that the young people identified as very important to them. Carers also provided verbal reassurance. Other carers pointed to the need to help young people to develop a sense of security and this was partly achieved by ensuring that they knew how things worked in the house, that they became familiar with the family routines and that they were engaged in family activities such as cooking meals together. Past experiences also needed to be respected and considered, where information about them was available. One carer gave the example of allowing young people to keep whatever items they had brought from their countries of origin, even if these were items of clothing that in other circumstances would be thrown out due to wear and tear. Some of the participants who were living with carers from their own countries of origin identified familiar language, food and the carers’ similar backgrounds as factors that helped them to feel settled in the placement initially. Indeed, one of the social workers commented in relation to this:

There’s so much change for them when they come here. They’ve lost their families and their culture, their friends, their food, the smells, their clothing, everything. The weather is different. And if they can have some kind of similarities that they can draw on – a language, it might be, or a food or something. Sometimes it’s nice for them to have that … at least that connection with their culture, and I do think a lot of them very much appreciate it. 

In keeping with research in the UK (Wade et al., 2012), it was evident that the carers got a lot of satisfaction from their role. In speaking about the rewarding aspects, the carers talked about the relationships that developed over time, with both the immediate family and with extended family. They talked about feeling pride in relation to the young people and about young people opening up to them as time went by. The development of these relationships was particularly significant in light of the fact that SYP frequently find it difficult to trust and are frequently very secretive and reticent, as discussed above. One carer identified the sources of reward:

Seeing him develop and how people talk about him … He has a great rapport about him around town and his manners and his courtesies with people. … And just, you know, how appreciated …He calls me mum as well. So, that there is very personal. … Which kind of makes you feel that he’s really accepted living here. 

Apart from building relationships with the young people, carers also spoke about other ways in which they attempted to respond to the needs of those for whom they were caring. The responses varied depending on both the carer and the young person. For some this involved giving young people their own space, for others it involved providing a listening ear and emotional support, and for others it involved providing distraction for the young person when he or she was lonely or upset. One carer talked about his efforts to distract a young person after she had spent time talking to her family on the telephone:


Often when she is speaking with her family she can be either very upbeat afterwards or very down. … She’s always thrilled to speak to them but it’s, at times … she sort of realises that ‘I miss him’, ‘I miss her’, ‘I miss this’, ‘I miss that’ and you sort of need to just … get her into her funny mood again in particular, like try and put on something she likes on TV or say ‘do you want to go get an ice-cream?’ or ‘do you want to go for a walk?’ or have a bit of a laugh with her.

Overall, just like foster care for other client groups, caring for SYP involved offering different kinds of support, ranging from emotional support to practical support and advice. It was evident that carers also tended to advocate on behalf of the young people, particularly in relation to school, the asylum / immigration process, and after-care arrangements. 
Challenges

Many of the challenges faced by carers were similar to the types of challenges experienced by foster carers in relation to young people in the general population. Most of the SYP were entering the care system for the first time, resulting in challenges for carers who were caring for individuals who had been brought up by someone else. In addition, given the ages of the young people, they were attempting to gain independence, meaning that care involved a tricky balancing act. This challenge was particularly acute in relation to those who had previously lived in hostels, where they had relative independence.
While the young people were generally very positive about the time spent in residential care upon arrival in Ireland, the transition from residential to foster care was not without its challenges. They missed the people with whom they had developed relationships in residential care. Sometimes they had to move from a residential unit in Dublin city to a rural location and from a busy unit to a much quieter house. In addition, several carers commented on the activities and material aspects provided in the residential units (such as outings, computer games, phones etc), as well as the intensive support that was provided by staff members who were available 24 hours a day. In family placements, life was often different, particularly in supported lodgings placements where carers were sometimes working full time:

[In residential] there was always somebody there for them to go to. But then 
suddenly, they go from that level of support, where they come to here, where 
we’re getting up in the morning, we’re with them, we get them out to, you know, 
they go to school, and then they come in home. We have to cook dinner, we have 
to get dinner … because we’ve been working all day. … It’s a home as opposed 
to what was a fun factory …
Other challenges faced by carers related to the particular circumstances of SYP. The asylum process was especially significant. Most of the young people faced uncertainty in relation to their asylum applications and were fearful about being deported upon turning 18. Often they experienced considerable anxiety and distress around the time of their asylum interviews or when they received news that their application had been unsuccessful. Not surprisingly this impacted on their mood and on their behaviour within their placements. In addition, it affected carers who worried about what the future held for the young people in their care, particularly in relation to potential deportation. For example, one carer stated:

As I said, the Irish government gave me these kids to look after but they didn’t expect me to fall in love with them and to become part of the family in a very short period of time. And then they expect to just give them a negative answer and, ‘all right off you go, report to this station, this, you’re going’. I mean it’s an awful lot for them to ask their own people to hand these kids over …
In addition, in many cases little was known about the past experiences of the young people: they tended to be secretive and reticent, for a range of reasons, including the fact that separated young people often find it difficult to trust (Ní Raghallaigh & Gilligan, 2010). Not surprisingly, it was difficult for carers to care for the young people in these circumstances. However, in general, they made efforts to respect the young people’s right to keep their stories to themselves by simply not asking them about the past. 
Carers also worried about after-care arrangements. The discretionary nature of after-care provision meant that most of the young people would not be able to remain with their carers upon turning 18. Instead, they would be transferred to the direct provision centres for adult asylum seekers, where they would receive accommodation, meals and an allowance of €19.10 per week. Direct provision centres have been heavily criticised since their inception, on the basis of being discriminatory, causing poverty and having a negative impact on psychological health (e.g. Arnold, 2012). Although NGO’s and HSE after-care workers link with the young people when they move to direct provision, it was widely recognised that this support was limited. 
While most of the carers made efforts to meet the cultural needs of those for whom they were caring (e.g. by linking young people with cultural or religious groups, by talking to young people about their culture, by sourcing specific food that young people liked), at times cultural misunderstandings and difficulties arose. Issues that were identified included misunderstandings arising from different communication styles, difficulties in relation to food preferences and the smell of food that young people cooked, issues in relation to gender and gender roles, and young people being unable to practice their religion when they were placed with families of a different religious background. Even in circumstances where young people were cared for by people from their own cultural backgrounds, issues in relation to culture arose. For example, one Nigerian foster mother who was caring for a Nigerian young person stated the following:
Sometimes Yetunde
 herself …  makes comments about Africans because she would have been used to staying with Irish people. So, … she had a negative kind of thing like, she didn’t know how to deal with Africans. … You now have to say to her, ‘but you’re Nigerian, … there is no need [to be] saying those things because you can’t change your colour…’.

A minority of carers didn’t seem to consider cultural identity to be important, even though it was valued by the young people in their care, and its importance is widely recognised in the literature, particularly at the adolescent stage of development (Berry et al., 2006; Erikson, 1968).
Conclusion
Overall, it was evident that the majority of the carers who participated in the study found their role very rewarding. While the broader study showed that some of the young people had experienced placement breakdowns, most of them seemed settled in their current placements. It was clear that, in the majority of cases, positive relationships had developed between young people and their carers. While carers, young people and stakeholders were concerned about the pending move to direct provision accommodation when the young people turned 18, there was widespread agreement that the care provision for those under 18 had improved remarkably since the closure of the hostels. What remains a very challenging issue is the shortage of carers – both foster carers and supported lodgings carers. In order to ensure that the needs of separated young people are met most optimally, statutory and private agencies need to work together to recruit and retain carers. Ideally, a pool of diverse carers is needed so that there is placement choice available when decisions are being made about an individual young person’s care. In addition, all carers need ongoing training in relation to the specific needs of separated children and young people, particularly in relation to culture and diversity.
Further Information
The research was funded by the HSE and Barnardos. The author would like to thank all of the individuals who participated in the study and the HSE Team for Separated Children Seeking Asylum for facilitating the study. The research was launched on the 3rd of April 2013 and the full version of the report can be found at the following link:_____________________. If readers have any questions or comments the author can be contacted at the following email address: muireann.niraghallaigh@ucd.ie
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� The Team for Separated Children Seeking Asylum is based in Dublin. It has been responsible for the vast majority of separated children and young people who have presented to the HSE in Ireland. While a small number of separated children have presented in other regions, the figures here relate only to the Dublin based team as national figures are not available.


� The supported lodgings system is an accommodation scheme for young people aged 15 and over. These placements are with families and focus on providing practical and emotional assistance and helping young people to develop their independence skills. They provide a less intensive form of support than foster care. Often both carers are working outside the home as well as supporting the young person.


� This is not the young person’s real name.





