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20th Anniversary UNCRC  

Celebration in Government 

Buildings 
On Friday 20 November, the Children’s Rights Alliance joined 

forces with the Office of the Minister for Children and Youth 

Affairs (OMCYA) and UNICEF Ireland to celebrate the 20th 

anniversary of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC) by providing the opportunity for children and young 

people to quiz key influencers in the field of children’s rights at 

the Government Press Centre in Government Buildings.   

The Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, Barry Andrews TD; 

Jillian van Turnhout, Chief Executive of the Alliance; and 

Melanie Verwoerd, Executive Director of UNICEF Ireland, spoke 

about the importance of the UNCRC, both in Ireland and 

globally. Teenagers from the Children and Young People’s 

Forum (CYPF) of the OMCYA and The Base in Ballyfermot also 

made presentations on the rights that matter most to them.  

Schoolchildren from Coláiste Phádraig, Lucan and St. MacDara’s Community College, Templeogue also participated.  All present wer invited 

to sign the Irish State’s birthday card to the UN in Geneva.   

Participating children were most concerned about their rights in relation to safety and security, recreation and play, and  self-identity; while 

they believe they are being denied their right to have freedom to associate and congregate, quality education and respect for and from the 

Gardaí.  The fair fares 4 teenz campaign was also highlighted; it demonstrates the way in which the UNCRC is a powerful instrument with 

which to advocate for appropriate services for children; the campaign is currently lobbying public transport providers to stop charging adult 

rates to young people aged 16 and 17 years on trains and buses.  Look out for the next edition of the Children’s Rights Podcast Series, which 

will feature the views of young people at the event. 

Since Ireland’s ratification of the UNCRC in 1992 there has been much progress, but Jillian van Turnhout, Alliance Chief Executive, reminded 

us of the journey ahead: “Of course we should celebrate the UNCRC’s 20th birthday, but to make children’s rights a reality we must make 

children visible in the Irish Constitution and work to improve supports and services for children and their families.  We want an Ireland where 

children in need of protection are listened to, where separated children are supported to keep them safe from traffickers, where children 

with mental health difficulties are cared for appropriately – and not placed in an adult psychiatric unit.  Only then can we think of Ireland as 

one of the best places in the world  to be a child.”   

 

Outside Government Buildings: Children and young people join the Alliance’s Jillian 

van Turnhout; the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, Barry Andrews TD; 

OMCYA’s Director General Sylda Langford and UNICEF Ireland’s Melanie Verwoerd.   

To celebrate the 20
th

 Anniversary of the 

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC), the Project Arts Centre in 

Temple Bar, Dublin, hosted a reading of 

the play Dr Korczak’s Example, by David 

Greig and performed by HATCH Theatre 

Company. 

The play is set in the Warsaw Ghetto 

during the Second World War and is 

based on real events in the life of Dr. 

Korczak, a well-known and much-adored 

Polish children’s writer.  Korczak was a 

radical thinker in relation to children and 

their rights and the play offers a snapshot of life in an orphanage run 

by Korczak, a place where he has put his innovative ideas into 

practice. The play is usually performed with a cast of three using 

simple dolls to allow for the full range of characters.  Since its 

premiere, it has been performed in schools, theatres and on radio.  

After the performance, Emma McKinley and Ken Reid of the 

Children’s Rights Alliance, along with Colette Murray of Pavee Point 

took part in a discussion, chaired by young people, about the UNCRC 

and what it means to Ireland. The discussion revolved around the 

development of the UNCRC and its global impact, the positive 

developments it has had on children and child services in Ireland and 

the challenges we face to ensure that the UNCRC’s principles are 

recognised and made real by the State. 

Annabelle Comyn of the HATCH Theatre Company is interested in 

performing the play in other venues; if you would like more details, 

please contact her at: info@hatchtheatrecompany.com 

 

Project Arts Centre and Alliance Celebrate UNCRC with ‘Dr Korczak’s Example’ 



Why should we celebrate the 20th anniversary of the UN 
Convention and how has it impacted on the work of your 

organisation?  - Alliance members respond. 

“The Association for Criminal Justice Research and Development (ACJRD) informs the development of policy and practice in 

justice.  We celebrate the 20th Anniversary of the UNCRC as the provider of a crucial minimum standard for all policy in relation 

to Children, conscious of the need through our research to support measures that prevent offending and the view that 

detention of children who become involved in offending is a last resort.” 

“The Convention sets out the duties on governments to protect the rights of our children. By any measure, successive Irish 

governments have failed utterly to deliver on these rights.  They have failed in their legal obligations to our children. Ireland’s 

approach to children’s rights has been characterised by political hesitancy and lack of courage rather than the needs and rights 

of children. This must change.” 

“In December ’09, a group of children from Ballyfermot will be our Irish delegates to an international gathering of ATD Fourth 

World in Geneva. They will meet with the High Commissioner of Human Rights, Mrs. Kyun-wa Jang.  They will bear witness to 

how Children’s Rights are affected by poverty, and underline the countless gestures of resistance and solidarity in the fight 

against poverty.  They will make specific proposals for individual, civic and political actions that could be taken so that each 

child, including the poorest, can have a better future.” 

“Early intervention and prevention is the key to providing adequate support for children across a range of crucial services 

including social welfare, education, health and child protection. Services which are developed to anticipate the difficulties 

which arise for children and are administered in a timely way are vital to realising children’s rights in Ireland.  Childhood is 

short; early intervention services provide better outcomes for children in both childhood and adulthood. If we are to fully 

commit to ensuring children’s rights are upheld in Ireland, as per the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, we must ensure 

that early intervention is placed at the heart of policy and practice which affect children’s lives.” 

“We are celebrating the 20th Anniversary on the Convention on the Rights of the Child because at its heart it places the best 

interests of the Child first in an air of social inclusion that is non discriminatory and affords each child equal status and 

protections.  This philosophy underpins the ethos we have in BeLonG for an Ireland where Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and 

Transgender (LGBT) young people are empowered to embrace their development and growth confidently and to participate as 

agents of positive social change.” 

“Obligations from Ireland signing the UNCRC spotlighted how the special needs of sick and hospitalised children were addressed 

through the delivery of health services nationally and provided a strong rights based platform for CHI to advance significant 

improvements in many areas.” 

“The Dublin Rape Crisis Centre (DRCC) supports the Children’s Rights Alliance in its celebration of the 20
th

 anniversary of the 

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. In the DRCC’s annual report 2008 we see that 50% of the clients of the centre have 

been victims of childhood sexual abuse.  We have been waiting far too long in Ireland to have the rights of the child enshrined 

in our constitution.  While Ireland has signed up to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child we need to be proactive and 

bring an end to the lip service.  Our children matter and deserve to have their rights enshrined in our constitution.” 

“The Convention has shone an important light on a range of children’s rights in education. Its committee has made 

recommendations to the Irish government that will effect the human rights of children in Irish schools.” 

“The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child recognises basic needs for all children, including those with disabilities, from 

education to child protection to access to health care. Moving towards a rights-based approach to disability in Irish society has 

brought with it empowerment and dignity for children with disabilities and their families. Enable Ireland continues to support 

a rights-based approach to disability services which is all the more important in the difficult economic times we face now.” 

“Focus Ireland believes that every child has a right to a place they can call home.” 

“Children and young people within our youth justice system are some of the most vulnerable children in our society. The need 

for strong legal protection of the rights of children in institutional care, including in our Children Detention Schools and in St. 

Patrick’s Institution, is crucial.  The Convention on the Rights of the Child, ratified by Ireland in 1992, plays a fundamental role in 

protecting the rights of these children.” 

“So important is the place we give to the content of the UNCRC that we have included substantial reference to it in our current 

Strategic Plan 2009-2013” 

“The Irish Refugee Council welcomes this opportunity to mark the 20th anniversary of the UN Convention on the Rights of the 

Child given the crucial challenges facing children in Ireland and indeed universally.  We are particularly concerned that the 

human rights of Separated Children are recognised in Ireland: that all agencies dealing with children including those in the 

asylum process are child friendly and put the best interests of the child first at all times.” 



“The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child firmly establishes the principle of the best interests of the child as the paramount principle 

in all matters that affect them.  The 20th anniversary of the Convention gives us an opportunity to reflect on how well we are doing to 

ensure that every child in Ireland enjoys these rights across a wide range of areas.  GLEN is particularly concerned with how we, as a 

society, ensure the enjoyment of these rights by lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) young people and of how we support the 

rights of children with same-sex parents.  In both contexts, the guiding principle which prohibits discrimination on the basis of any status 

or the status of a child’s parents is of utmost importance.” 

“Article 3 of the UN Convention, which provides that ‘the best interests of the child be a primary consideration’, allows for the individual 

needs and concerns of children with an intellectual disability to be protected at international level.  Each child is unique and individual and 

services for each child must be shaped to best suit them and promote their individual potential.” 

It is important to celebrate the 20
th

 anniversary of the UN Convention as children are the most important members of our society and we 

must continue to recognise and protect them in everything we do.  Barretstown recognises the importance and individuality of each child 

that attends our life changing camps and are proud supporters of the UN Convention.” 

"Through the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, we recognise our collective duty to protect those who need our protection most. 

The Convention brings the ‘best interests of the child’ in every conversation we have." 

"The Irish Foster Care Association, as a member of the Children’s Rights  Alliance, supports the Alliance in its campaign to safeguard and 

promote the rights of all children, by means of securing changes in legislation, policies and services to ensure that the principles and 

provisions of the Convention on the Rights of the Child are implemented in Ireland." 

“The ISPCC is celebrating 20 years of the UNCRC.  We particularly welcome the positive developments in Ireland such as the appointment 

of the special rapporteurs for child protection and the Ombudsman for children, the establishment of the Office of the Minister for 

Children, and the expansion of the Garda Vetting Unit. Notwithstanding these developments, the ISPCC believes that further reform is 

needed in this area as a matter of priority.  Full acknowledgement of children’s rights within Irish society still remains a great challenge. 

The basic principle underlying the rights of children is that society has an obligation to meet the fundamental needs of children and to 

provide assistance to aid the development of the child’s personality, talents and abilities. The ISPCC believes that this challenge can be met 

by providing quality child-centred policies and services in line with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.” 

“The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child has helped to clarify our thinking about children as individuals with rights whilst at the 

same time recognising that the realisation of those rights is best found within a family environment that is characterised by understanding, 

love and happiness.  The convention also outlines a set of parental responsibilities and the role of governments in assisting parents to 

maintain such responsibilities.” 

“Children’s rights support and empower both children and their parents.  When Ireland ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of the 

Child, we not only strengthened the rights of children, but parents were provided with an instrument with which to advocate for 

appropriate supports and services for their children.”  

“The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child is vitally important to the National Parent’s Council Post Primary as their main aim is to 

protect the rights of every child in Ireland and throughout Europe.” 

“The UNCRC was the first time that the international community committed to protecting the lives of children throughout the world.  It 

enshrines fundamental rights for all children and in doing so affords them the right to be protected from abuse, neglect and cruelty, and to 

live their lives with dignity and respect.  Over the last 20 years, the Convention has served to measure success and failure in public policies 

in respect of children and young people.  It has also influenced the policy-making process to improve the lives of children and young 

people in Ireland and across the world.” 

“We should celebrate the 20th anniversary of this UN Convention because the convention ensures that the rights of children can never be 

forgotten.  One Family undertakes its work from a children’s rights perspective. The UNCRC is a vital guide to us in our policy and 

campaigning work.  In particular, the UNCRC rights in relation to hearing the voice of the child and in relation to the child’s right to know 

both parents are key to this work, as is the Convention’s focus on the rights of all children to adequate education and health care.”  

The Convention has helped Treoir to shift focus from the rights of parents to the rights and wellbeing of children.  It has made it easier to 

promote the message that children have a right to preserve their identity and that both parents are important in the lives of their 

children.” 

“The UN Convention has addressed the need to respect the rights and the voices of our children.  Headstrong is committed to giving 

young people a voice in how services are designed to meet their mental health and well-being needs.  It is committed to addressing young 

people’s right to access appropriate mental health services when they need them. ” 

“We should celebrate the 20th anniversary in order to put children’s rights in the spotlight.  It has proven to be an excellent lobbying tool 

in our work.” 



1989 saw the birth of the UN Convention 

on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC): the 

first legally binding, international 

instrument to incorporate the full range 

of children’s rights – civil, cultural, 

economic, social and political.  It sets out 

a series of universally agreed, non-

negotiable standards and obligations. 

Prized as the most rapidly and widely 

ratified of the international human rights 

treaties, the UNCRC clearly demonstrates 

a shared political will at state level to 

improve the lives of all children.  Twenty 

years later, it has been ratified by 193 countries, including every UN 

member, with the exception of the US and Somalia. 

Ireland ratified the UNCRC in 1992 and it has proven to be more than 

mere window dressing.  Engagement with the UN Committee on the 

Rights of the Child has made a real difference to children’s lives in 

Ireland.  Significant gains include: the appointment of a Minister for 

Children and Youth Affairs that sits at all Government Cabinet 

meetings; the establishment of an Office of the Minister for Children 

and Youth Affairs and an Office of the Ombudsman for Children; and 

the development of a dedicated National Children’s Strategy, the 

second of which is due out in 2010.  Developments in law and policy 

include reform of our youth justice legislation and the establishment 

of mechanisms to allow for children’s participation in decision-

making processes.  There is much to celebrate. 

But ratifying the UNCRC alone is not enough; a signature is not the 

same as action.  And so we have a long way to go yet before we can 

claim that Ireland is one of the best places in the world to be a child.  

Over the past four years, since taking up my post as Chief Executive, I 

have  become increasingly aware that there is a considerable gap, 

some would say gulf, between the rhetoric and the reality of 

respecting and realising children’s rights in Ireland.  The Alliance has 

learnt that the Irish Government is great at nodding in the right 

places and saying the right things, such as ratifying conventions, but 

not so great at moving from rhetoric to action.  The result is that 

thousands of children are failing to reach their unique potential with 

accident of birth continuing to be the key determinant to the 

potential success of a child’s life in Ireland. 

Ultimately, the Irish Government is failing to embrace a children’s 

rights approach and too often cherry-picks the recommendations  of 

the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child.  For example, the UN 

Committee recommended in 1998 and 2006 that Ireland incorporate 

into its domestic law the principles of the UNCRC, but we continue to 

wait for a constitutional amendment.  

The Irish Constitution was written in 1937, at a time when children 

were ‘seen and not heard’ and where, for example, it was the norm 

for teachers to physically chastise children and for children to be 

seen as mere possessions of adults. Today, Irish society views 

children differently; we appreciate that children have rights and that 

they should be respected as individuals in their own right.  

Strengthening children’s rights in the Constitution would do just that, 

but it could also set down a marker for Irish society: that every 

childhood counts and that we have a duty to respect and protect the 

rights of children.   

The Constitution in its current form does not place a duty on state 

bodies to listen to the voice of the child – and this has, at times, 

devastating consequences.  Making children visible in the 

Constitution would weave a children’s rights-based approach into the 

fabric of society and ensure that we fully value children.    

This has become all the more relevant after the publication of the 

Ryan Report in May 2009, which exposed systematic abuse of over 

30,000 children living in institutions throughout Ireland, spanning half 

a century.  It is telling that almost all of the recommendations of the 

Ryan Report relate to child care and child protection in today’s 

Ireland, including a very basic recommendation to consistently 

implement the child protection guidelines, Children First: the 

National Guidelines for the Protection and Welfare of Children, 

throughout the State.  Huge, gaping holes continue to exist in the 

Irish care system, further endangering and damaging the lives of 

vulnerable children throughout Ireland. 

Over the years, report after report on child care, child protection and 

children’s rights in Ireland continually points to the need to 

strengthen prevention, early intervention and family support 

services.  It is vital that the Government rebalances the system from 

one of crisis intervention to one of prevention and early intervention.  

Difficult economic times must not be used as an excuse for any 

delays in progressing the full implementation of the UNCRC in 

Ireland’s policies, laws and services.  The Alliance will continue to 

work towards this goal. 

JillianJillianJillianJillian    
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The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child: More Than Window Dressing? 

Jillian van Turnhout, Chief Executive 

The Alliance newsletter is an in-house publication 

Children’s Rights Alliance Signs  

The Stockholm Call for Action 
As part of the activities of the Swedish Presidency of the EU, the Children’s Rights Alliance was invited to sign the joint NGO statement: The 

Stockholm Call for Action.  The Statement highlights ten key issues which Member States should focus on for the next 20 years, to ensure 

that the rights set out in the UNCRC are fulfilled for all children residing in the European Union.  It calls for the adoption of a comprehensive 

EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child and the allocation of specific funding in EU institutions for promoting and protecting children’s rights.  

The NGO Statement was presented to the Swedish Minister for Social Affairs, Mr Göran Hägglund by Elizabeth Dahlin, Secretary General of 

Save the Children Sweden, at the Permanent Intergovernmental Group, l’Europe de l’Enfance, in Stockholm on Friday 20 November.  

Interestingly, almost all speakers at the meeting spoke of the need for a Europe-wide ban on corporal punishment. An EU strategy on 

children’s rights as well as promoting the rights of children within the Lisbon Treaty were also discussed. 

 


