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The Children’s Rights Alliance Report Card 2010 examines whether the Government has honoured the 

promises it has made to children living in Ireland.  Report Card 2010 – the second in a series of annual 

publications – analyses 29 key commitments in the areas of education, health, material wellbeing, and 

safeguarding childhood.   

 

Unfortunately, Report Card 2010 found the Government’s performance to be barely acceptable, and awarded 

it an overall ‘D-’ average.  This poor performance is deeply disappointing, especially given that the Government 

is being graded on its own policy commitments in the Social Partnership Agreement, Towards 2016; the 

Programme for Government 2007-2012 and the Renewed Programme for Government, 2009; the National 

Action Plan for Social Inclusion 2007-2016, and the Ryan Report Implementation Plan, 2009.  

 

A ‘D-’ grade means that too many children in Ireland are being denied the fundamental building blocks to live 

healthy and productive lives.  It means that thousands of children will fail to reach their unique potential; it 

means that Government failed to put children first in the economic crisis, and too often during 2009 it ignored 

their rights.  

 

In Ireland, we believe that we value children, but the startling evidence shows otherwise.  Of the 29 

commitments, 7 have made progress or shown improvement, 9 have remained static or cannot yet be 

monitored, and a further 13 are lagging seriously behind.  In times of crisis and emergency, it is only natural 

that we would expect children to come first, but the evidence shows the opposite is true, on some issues the 

Government is putting its head in the sand. 

 

Report Card 2010 outlines immediate actions the Government must take if it is to deliver on its own promises.  

While some of these actions are dependent on increased funding, others require departments to work 

together, processes and practice to be reformed, transparent decisions and monitoring, and accountability in 

the face of inaction.  In fact, we estimate that approximately half of the commitments (15 out of 29) can be 

progressed without additional money. 

 

The changed economic climate is no excuse to stop spending on children; indeed, it leaves us with no other 

sensible option but to invest in children.  Investing now will reap rewards for the individual children during 

their childhood and as adult members of society.   

 

The vision of the Alliance is that Ireland will be one of the best places in the world to be a child: a country 

where the implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child is a reality.  Honouring 

commitments made to our children is a key step to making real the vision of a decent childhood for all 

children.  We truly believe that our Government can do better than a ‘D-’ average.  Our children’s future 

depends on it.   
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EDUCATION - GRADE ‘C+’ 

 

 

This is Government’s best grade, and an improvement on last year’s D.   

This section looks at early childhood education and care, child literacy and language support, early school 

leaving and children with special educational needs.  

 

The Government got a ‘C+’ grade because it has:  

• Taken a brave policy step in early years’ education by introducing a free pre-school year. 

• Made no visible progress – but taken no backwards steps – on literacy and language support. 

• Integrated services to better tackle early school-leaving.  

• Reversed its decision to ‘halt’ implementation of Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs 

Act, 2004. 

 

To do better next time, the Government must:  

• Dedicate resources to ensuring that the universal pre-school year is of high quality.  

• Develop a comprehensive ten-year national plan for Early Childhood Care and Education. 

• Increase the time spent on literacy skills in schools in disadvantaged areas to 90 minutes a day. 

• Develop a National Literacy Policy with the child at the centre. 

• Build in a process for ongoing evaluation of the work of the National Education Welfare Board. 

• Fully implement the Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs Act 2004.  

 

Key Statistics:  

• GDP invested in education was 4.7% in 2009.  This is well below the OECD average of 5.7% GDP. 

• Ireland has the second largest class size in the EU, with 24.5 pupils per class.   

 

Research findings that grabbed our attention:  

• 4,200 providers are expected to take part in the free pre-school year in 2010, providing 98,000 places.  

Approximately 65,000 children are expected to take part in 2010. 

• 61% of students from disadvantaged backgrounds do not attend DEIS schools. 

• 1 child in 10 in Ireland leaves school with literacy problems; that rises to 1 in 3 in disadvantaged 

communities; yet there is no single policy document bringing together literacy policy for all children.  

• Every year, 800-1,000 children do not transfer from primary to secondary school. 

• In 2007, ‘newcomer’ pupils made up 10% of the primary population and 6% of the secondary school 

population. 
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HEALTH – GRADE ‘E’ 

 

 

The Government got its first ‘F’ grade in this section – for its neglect of primary care.   

This section looks at primary care, mental health and childhood obesity.   

 

The Government got an ‘E’ grade because it has:  

• Dangerously neglected primary care, by failing to make the necessary investment.  Now, progress 

made in recent years risks being lost.  

• Made some small improvements in child and adolescent mental health but delivery on targets is still 

seriously behind and progress is painfully slow. 

• Failed to deliver the National Nutrition Policy.  It is now five years since this policy was announced.  

 

To do better next time the Government must:  

• Ring-fence multi-annual funding for the delivery of the promised Primary Care Teams. 

• Urgently deliver the promised Child and Adolescent Community Mental Health Teams. 

• Publish the HSE Implementation Plan for A Vision for Change, completed in 2009. 

• Urgently end the practice of accommodating children in adult psychiatric units.  

• Deliver a National Nutrition Policy and provide adequate resources for its implementation.  

 

Key Statistics:  

• Budget 2010 allocated €15.3 billion to healthcare, a reduction of over €1 billion on the 2009 figure. 

• Children accessing basic services in the public system can face long waiting lists: in Dublin, children can 

wait up to two and a half years to access a speech and language therapist and in 2009, up to 6,500 

children in care did not have an allocated social worker. 

 

Research findings that grabbed our attention:  

• Nearly 1,000 operations were cancelled at Our Ladies’ Hospital for Sick Children in Crumlin in the first 

part of 2009, including at least two heart operations every week. 

• The target to set up 300 Primary Care Teams (PCTs) by 2008 was missed.  In July 2009 there were still 

only 125 PCTs operating.  

• By mid-2009 just €29.5 million of the total of €51.2 million allocated to delivering A Vision for Change 

mental health strategy in 2006/07 had been spent. 

• There were 3,117 children waiting to be seen by a Child and Adolescent Mental Health team in 2008, 

of these, 897 children were waiting over a year. 

• Only 30 of the promised 100 in-patient mental health beds for children and adolescents were 

delivered by April 2009. 

• 263 children were admitted to adult psychiatric units in 2008. 

• The number of obese or overweight children in Ireland trebled in the last decade to 300,000.  That 

figure is rising at a rate of 10,000 per year. In 2009, 19% of nine-year-olds were classified as 

overweight and 7% as obese (thus 1 in every 4 nine-year-olds is either overweight or obese). 

• The cost of healthy eating for a teenager is twice that for a younger child (€35 vs. €18 when bought in 

a supermarket).  For a male teenager, the cost of healthy food bought in a local convenience store is 

greater than his total child income support. 
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MATERIAL WELLBEING – GRADE ‘E’ 

 

 

The grade for material wellbeing is the Government’s biggest drop since last year – from a ‘C-’ to an ‘E’. 

This section looks at financial supports to families, access to education, access to healthcare and access to 

housing.  

 

The Government got an ‘E’ grade because it has: 

• Cut Child Benefit by 10% and failed to effectively target financial supports to families in need by not 

undertaking a reform of child income supports. 

• Failed to take steps to address inequality of access to education for all children. 

• Refused to take its own commitment on medical cards seriously. 

• Demonstrated no innovative action in the housing sector, despite opportunity in recession.  

• Lost momentum on the issue of youth homelessness.  

 

To do better next time, the Government must:  

• Introduce a new, targeted payment for low income families with children by integrating the tax and 

welfare systems. 

• Reform the payment to support children in low income families with the cost of school. 

• Support the establishment of local enrolment committees to facilitate equitable school admissions. 

• Finalise the medical card review and widen eligibility criteria for families with children. 

• Improve access to medical cards for children with certain illnesses. 

• Provide a national framework for financing the housing output committed to in Towards 2016.  

• Begin a programme of work to seriously address youth homelessness and produce a new Youth 

Homelessness Strategy. 

• Ensure adherence to the commitments on aftercare in the Ryan Report Implementation Plan.  

 

Key Statistics:  

• 1 child in 16 lives in consistent poverty – over 65,000 children live in families that cannot afford basic 

necessities like food, warm clothing or heating. 

• 1 in 6 children are ‘at risk’ of poverty – over 185,000 children live in households where the family 

income is less than 60% of the national median income per adult (€238.69 per week). 

• Consumer prices fell overall during 2009; but costs associated with children went up: childcare by 6%, 

primary and secondary education by 7% and healthcare by 3%. 

 

Research findings that grabbed our attention:  

• Over 60,000 families with children would fall into poverty if weekly income was reduced by €10, and 

over 30,000 families with children would fall into poverty if weekly income was reduced by just €5. 

• Raising a child, with just the most basic necessities, costs an average or €43.20 per week.  €10 more 

than the Child Benefit payment provides. 

• Applications for the Back to School Clothing and Footwear Allowance increased by 20% in 2009.   

• 2008 figures show the largest increase in demand for social housing was from children leaving 

institutional care: up 179% from 2005. 

• There are 40,000 unsold housing units on the private market, but there are still 27,704 families with 

children on the social housing waiting list. 
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SAFEGUARDING CHILDHOOD – GRADE ‘D’ 

 

 

This section looks at the Ryan Report, play and school buildings, alcohol, and sexual health and relationships.  

The Ryan Report is a new addition to this section for Report Card 2010.   

 

The Government got a ‘D’ grade because it has:  

• Published the very welcome Ryan Report Implementation Plan. 

• Lost all momentum and energy behind commitments on play and recreation. 

• Provided some transparency in school building process, but not enough. 

• Reduced the price of alcohol. 

• Made no progress on the National Sexual Health Strategy.  

 

To do better next time the Government must:  

• Urgently commence actions to fully implement the 99 recommendations of the Ryan Report 

Implementation Plan.  

• Commence without delay the filling of 270 promised social worker places. 

• Put in place a plan to enable the immediate roll out of equity of care for separated children.  

• Commence the drafting of legislation to place Children First guidelines on a statutory footing and 

establish an independent national authority to monitor compliance with the guidelines. 

• Mainstream the principles of the National Play Policy.  

• Fully implement the National Recreation Policy. 

• Ensure appropriate spending of public money in relation to school buildings. 

• Implement the child-focused recommendations from the Strategic Task Force on Alcohol. 

• Introduce a legislative ban to protect children from exposure to alcohol marketing. 

• Ensure effective delivery of Relationships and Sexuality Education in every school by 2012. 

• Make provision for adolescents in the promised National Sexual Health Strategy. 

 

Key Statistics:  

• A 2007 UNICEF study found that Ireland ranked fifth out of 21 rich countries in terms of ‘subjective 

wellbeing’. 

• Research has found teenagers in Ireland to be the third highest binge drinkers in the EU. 

 

Research findings that grabbed our attention:  

• Over 30,000 children living in institutions in Ireland between 1936 and 2000 had their cases of 

physical, emotional and sexual abuse covered by the Ryan Report.  

• In March 2009 9.3% of children in residential care and 19.7% in foster care did not have a care plan. 

• In 2008, 21,000 reports of alleged child abuse/welfare were made.  Only one-third were allocated a 

social worker. 

• Since 2000, 503 separated children have gone missing from State care; 441 of whom remain missing. 

• Only 52% (€321 million) of the money allocated for school buildings in 2009 was spent by October.  

• Since 1990 the Government has established eight committees on alcohol and produced 13 official 

reports, but positive policy change has been minimal, and some measures were counter-productive.  

• The number of teachers attending training for relationships and sexuality education dropped from 500 

in 2008 to 385 in 2009, most likely due to the changed rules in relation to substitution cover. 

• The latest Health Behaviour in School Age Children did not include a question on sexual relationships 

for 15-year-olds as there was concern that this would discourage schools from taking part.  
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REPORT CARD 2010: IN BRIEF 

 

 

Area Subsections  Grades  Average grade 

 

EDUCATION  

 

Early Childhood Education and Care  

 

B- 
 

C+ 

 

Satisfactory attempt, 

but children still left 

wanting. 
Child Literacy and Language Support  C 

Early School-Leaving  C 

Children with Special Educational Needs  C 

 

HEALTH 

 

Primary Care 

 

F 
 

E 

 

Unacceptable, taking 

steps in the wrong 

direction, no positive 

impact on children. 

Mental Health D- 

Childhood Obesity D- 

 

MATERIAL 

WELLBEING 

 

Financial Support for Families 

 

F 
 

E 

 

Unacceptable, taking 

steps in the wrong 

direction, no positive 

impact on children. 

Access to Education D- 

Access to Healthcare E  

Access to Housing 

 

E 

 

SAFEGUARDING 

CHILDHOOD  

 

Protecting Children 

- Ryan Report Implementation Plan - B 

- Social Work Provision - B 

- Separated Children - E 

- Children First Guidelines - D 

 
 

C- 

 

D 

 

Barely acceptable 

performance, little or 

no positive impact on 

children’s lives. 

Children and their Environments 

- Play and Recreation -D 

- School Buildings - C 

D+ 

Alcohol  F 

Sexual Health and Relationships  C 

 

Report Card 2010, Average Grade = D- 
Explanation of Grades  

A – Excellent, making a real difference to children’s lives 

B – Good effort, positive results for children 

C – Satisfactory attempt, but children still left wanting 

D – Barely acceptable performance, little or no positive impact on children’s lives  

E – Unacceptable, taking steps in the wrong direction, no positive impact on children 

F – Fail, taking steps that undermine children’s wellbeing 

 

The Children’s Rights Alliance is a coalition of over 90 non-governmental organisations (NGOs) working to 

secure the rights and needs of children in Ireland, by campaigning for the full implementation of the UN 

Convention on the Rights of the Child.  It aims to improve the lives of all children under 18, through securing 

the necessary changes in Ireland’s laws, policies and services. 

 

For full copies of Report Card 2010, contact: Children's Rights Alliance, 4 Upper Mount Street, Dublin 2 

Tel: 01 6629400; Email: info@childrensrights.ie; www.childrensrights.ie 


