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FOREWORD

On 2 April, the Children’s Rights Alliance held its
first high-level biennial symposium, entitled
‘Children’s Rights in Ireland: Are We There Yet?
Are We There Yet? Are We There Yet?’, in order to
explore international best practice, in an Irish
context, to help realise and protect children’s rights
in Ireland. This report, compiled by Independent
Researcher, Carmel Corrigan, summarises the events
and main themes of the symposium, including a
synopsis of the key speeches and delegate
contributions.

The purpose of the symposium was to help bring
about a shared vision among delegates to spotlight
the steps needed to build an Ireland that is one of
the best places in the world to be a child. I truly
believe that we went some way in achieving this,
with each contribution adding to our collective
learning. It is clear that we continue to wait for
real change in children’s lives, but this event helped
us to understand what we all need to do to shorten
the journey.

It seems to me that the agenda, including the
Questions and Answers session, hosted by John
Bowman, the Showcase and lunchtime exchanges,
provided a good balance and variation to appeal to
each delegate. From our evaluation, we have
learned that each speaker or session made an impact
on different delegates in different ways. In
organising this symposium, we were thrilled with the
high calibre of speakers that we were able to attract
and the feedback received seems to complement
this, which has been particularly gratifying.

We were, of course, delighted by the contribution
of the President of Ireland, Mary McAleese, who
delivered a speech that, I believe, left each and
every delegate energised to continue their work in
bringing about change to children’s lives. As the
President said, children living in Ireland really need
our championship [and] ‘to believe that there’s
someone out there who dares to care about them,
strangers though they may be to you’. And if our
symposium meant that each delegate was able to
identify at least one action that they could do to
shorten our journey towards making Ireland one of
the best places in the world to be a child, then I
think that’s quite something.

I hope you enjoy reading this comprehensive report
and find it a useful, living paper that will enrich
your work to strengthen children’s rights in Ireland.

Jillian van Turnhout
Chief Executive
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OPENING ADDRESSES

The symposium was opened by Jillian van Turnhout, Chief
Executive of the Children’s Rights Alliance. Having welcomed
speakers and delegates, Jillian turned her attention to the
title of the symposium, ‘Are We There Yet? Are We There
Yet? Are We There Yet?’. Many families are familiar with the
scenario of travelling with children to a much anticipated
destination. The children repeatedly ask ‘Are we there yet?’
They are excited and impatient and want to get there NOW!!
This is how the Alliance feels about realising children’s rights
in Ireland: we are on the way but have not reached our final
destination, which is the full implementation of children’s
rights, and want to get there now!

It is little wonder that we are impatient. The journey has
been a long one, starting in 1924 with the League of Nation’s
Declaration of the Rights of the Child, the forerunner to the
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
(UNCRC). A child born in Dublin that same year was born
into a city filled with miserable poverty, tenement living and
rampant disease. That child lived in a society where children
were seen and not heard, where education and healthcare
were luxuries not rights, and where corporal punishment was
the norm. Today, in 2009, it is fair to say that we have
travelled some distance from the widespread hardship that
was experienced by the dwellers of inner city Dublin in the
1920s, but still far too many children live in poverty in Ireland.

By ratifying the UNCRC in 1992, Ireland made a clear and
resounding commitment to its children. Although children
born since 1992 have grown up cloaked and protected by the
rights enshrined in the Convention, Jillian van Turnhout
stressed that many challenges remain. In facing these we
must hold in our hearts, and in our heads, the vision of
childhood outlined in the UNCRC. Until we achieve that
vision, and Ireland really is one of the best places in the
world to be a child, our journey continues.

The Alliance has long drawn attention to the very real gap
between the rhetoric and the reality of children's rights in
Ireland. We have good policy, but our ability to implement it
lags shamefully behind. To highlight this, the Alliance
launched Report Card 2009 in January. This Report Card is
the first of what will be an annual publication, which grades
the Government - just like a school report - on whether it is
keeping its promises to children. Reflecting the lag between
policy and implementation, this year the Government barely
scraped a 'D' grade. A 'D' means that our Government is
willing to watch thousands of children fail to reach their
unique potential, because the things they need - decent
schools, timely access to health and therapeutic services, and
proper support for children with special needs - were denied.
We will not accept this.

But, unfortunately, society does accept it by ignoring the
alarming facts and figures we hear about children's lives in
Ireland every single week.

> Over 76,000 children live in consistent poverty. That
means that one in every 14 children does not have a
warm, waterproof coat; lives in a home their parents
can't afford to heat; or cannot buy a single present for a
friend once a year, not even a best friend.

> One child in every ten leaves school with literacy
problems; this rises to one child in three in disadvantaged
communities.

> 200 children with mental health problems were placed in
beds in adult psychiatric wards during 2008, due to a lack
of services for adolescents.

> 441 separated children, who came to this country seeking
asylum and hoping for a better life, have gone missing
over a seven year period. 388 of them have never been found.

Over the coming weeks, critical decisions will be made that
will have a profound impact on children in Ireland in terms
of both the Budget and the findings of the Committee
looking at the proposed constitutional amendment for
children.

The Alliance fully expected that the emergency Budget of
the coming week would be harsh, but it must also be fair.
Upholding children's rights makes economic sense. Cuts in
education and health services that directly affect children are
a false economy. For example, for every euro spent on early
education, a return of up to €7.10 can be expected. Not only
that, investing in early years education has proved effective
in the long-run in promoting social skills, improving the life
chances of children born in disadvantaged communities, and
in reducing criminal activity.

Jillian van Turnhout stressed that the Alliance’s message is
clear: the childhoods of a generation cannot be put on the
long finger. The Government should not victimise children in
its Budget, should not roll back on valuable progress and
hard-fought commitments to children, and should not make
children pay for a crisis they didn’t cause.

The Alliance is deeply committed to strengthening children's
rights in the Constitution, in giving children explicit
recognition, as individuals, in the fundamental law of our
land. The rights of children as individuals, rather than
members of a family, are not expressly stated in the
Constitution. However, an Oireachtas Committee is currently
examining the wording of a proposed constitutional
amendment. The successful passing of an amendment would
be a powerful symbol that Ireland wants the best for its one
million children and their families. It would change children's
status in the eyes of the law, and state loud and clear that
Ireland is committed to children's rights. This is something
that we could be proud of.

Children's rights are not just a theoretical exercise, or
confined to a committee room in Geneva. They are real and
achievable. Children are not statistics, they are people in our
lives that we love and care about. It could be your
neighbour's child sleeping rough because there was no bed
available, your nephew waiting for the attention of a
dedicated, but over-worked, social worker; or your child's
classmate seeking asylum and vulnerable to traffickers while
living in a hostel.

Jillian closed her address by stating that there is a deep and
genuine commitment to children's rights among both
delegates and speakers at the symposium. She invited them
all to sign the Alliance’s pledge wall as a symbolic
commitment to valuing children's rights and to translate that
commitment into action. She stressed that we must all act,
and act now, to ensure that the current generation of
children really do live the UN Convention and that Ireland is
one of the best places in the world to be a child. These goals
are not distant, but are just within our grasp.
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The symposium was formally opened byMinister for Children
and Youth Affairs, Barry Andrews, TD. The Minister stated
that the much esteemed groups of experts from home and
abroad at the symposium, as well as the attendance of
President Mary McAleese in the afternoon, is proof of the
depth and breadth of debate that would reverberate
throughout the day.

Drawing on the work of the Research Division of the Office
of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs (OMCYA), the
Minister suggested that through the State of the Nation’s
Children publications, we have been able to sketch trends
and patterns in the lives of Irish children. A typical child in
Ireland today is happy, healthy, doing well at school, has
three or more friends, is well behaved, is materially well off,
gets on well with their parents (particularly their mother)
and will live for, on average, seven years longer than a child
born in the 1960s.

The Minister then presented some facts about children’s
health outcomes and the health services available to them:

> The death rate of children under 18 years has declined
from 5.1 deaths per 10,000 in 2002 to 3.8 deaths per
10,000 in 2006.

> The death rate for infants has declined over the same period.
> Breast-feeding rates have increased from 40% in 2001 to

48% in 2005. This is important because we know from
the research that babies who are breast-fed show better
outcomes, lower levels of infections, lower levels of
obesity and allergies than those who are not breast-fed.

> Immunisation rates (of the 3 in 1 for babies) increased
from 85% in 2003 to 92% in 2007.

With regard to “safeguarding childhood”, the Minister cited
the following:

> 91% of Irish children report being happy with their lives
and this finding is consistent across a number of studies
including, for example, a recent poll commissioned by
Barnardos where young people were asked to rate their
level of happiness on a scale of 1-10.

> Irish children aged 11, 13, 15 ranked first across 41
countries in the percentage of children who report being
physically active for at least 60 minutes per day on 4 days
per week (59.2%).

> Teenage pregnancies are falling.

The European School Survey Project on Alcohol and Other
Drugs (ESPAD) showed many very positive findings around
children’s alcohol and drug behaviours, with consumption of
alcohol and experimentation with cannabis both declining.
Despite this, some newspapers ran banner headlines, which
portrayed the findings as being very negative. Such negative
stereotyping is something that young people themselves find
very upsetting and discriminatory.

On the topic of education, the Minister referred to Article 40
of our Constitution, which clearly articulates the
responsibilities of the State in providing a primary level of
education to all children. The Education Welfare Act, 2000
raises that responsibility further by stipulating that the
minimum school leaving age is 16, or the completion of three
years of post-primary education, whichever is the later. While
we have a distance to travel in respect of school completion
rates and support for children who drop out of mainstream
education, there are successes in Irish education. Our literacy
rates are consistently very good. Irish children are ranked
5th in reading literacy across 29 OECD countries; Irish
children performed solidly in maths and are ranked 16th out
of 30.

Significant investment in school buildings, teacher’s
professional development and facilities that support
students’ extra curricular activities are paying dividends.

The Minister cited the most recent findings from the EU-SILC
survey, which shows a very welcome decrease in the levels of
consistent and relative poverty in the child population. The
consistent poverty rate has decreased from 10.3% to 7.4%
between 2006 and 2007 and the relative poverty rate from
22% to 20% over the same period. This, he stated, are signs
that while we are not there yet, we are moving in the right
direction.

The Minister’s first policy priority is the reform of the delivery
of children’s services to children in care or indeed children
facing the risk of neglect and abuse. While Government can
progress this, child welfare and protection is the
responsibility of everyone and those individuals who work in
these services.
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Are We There Yet?The lack of out-of-hours care provision for children and the
unacceptable practice of children spending nights in Garda
stations have frequently been cited as ongoing problems.
To this end the HSE is currently putting a system in place
which provides for access by Gardaí (when they take a child
to safety under Section 12 of the Childcare Act, 1991) to
strategically located foster carers nationwide. These will be
operational by June 2009 and represent a building block
towards the development of an out-of-hours infrastructure.

The current move away from inappropriate hostel-based
accommodation to registered residential homes and foster
care for separated children seeking asylum is a step in the
right direction and will give effect to the stated policy
ambition of treating all children in the care of the HSE
equally. New national protocols have been drafted in
relation to children who go missing. These are being
finalised between the HSE and An Garda Síochána.

An essential element of the National Children’s Strategy is
participation and giving children a voice and role in policy
formulation. Through Dáil na nÓg and the Inclusion
Programme run by the OMCYA, young people, including
those who are marginalised or hard to reach, are being
invited to participate in real issues, such as mental health,
cervical cancer vaccination, sexual education and many other
subjects that challenge and inform Government.

The Minister went on to say that research bears out our
children’s desire to engage with their peers, parents and
wider community to help shape society. Ireland ranks 7th
across 41 countries who took part in the Health Behaviour in
School-aged Children study. Good relationships with peers
can help develop skills such as empathy, communication,
co-operation and the management and resolutions of
conflicts. They can also provide a supportive context in which
emotional growth and moral development can occur. Almost
90% of Irish children report having three or more friends.
The State of the Nation’s Children report shows that almost
80% of young people aged 10 find it easy to talk to their
mother and 60% find it easy to talk to their father. In a
Barnardos poll of young people aged 12 to 17, less than 2%
rated their relationship with their parent below 5 on a scale
of 1 (very poor) to 10 (excellent).

In addressing the issue of constitutional reform, the Minister
stated that, in general, our Constitution strikes balances
between personal rights, the status of the family, the rights
and duties of parents, and the powers of the State as
guardian of the common good. The legislative basis that
gives legal effect to children’s rights has been greatly
strengthened over the last 20 years with a number of Acts,
most notably the Childcare Act 1991 and the Children Act
2001. Increasingly, international law and jurisprudence in
respect of children’s rights has come to influence the way in
which we interpret our own laws and the direction of any
future legislative or constitutional development.

However, there have, for some time, been calls for
constitutional change. The twenty-eighth Amendment of
the Constitution Bill was published in February 2007 and
subsequently led to the establishment of the Joint
Committee on the Constitutional Amendment on Children,
chaired by Deputy Mary O’Rourke. To date, the primary
work of the Committee has focused on the publication of an
interim report on the issue of ‘soft information’ and the
matter of the granting of legal authority to create offences
of absolute or strict liability in respect of sexual offences in
the criminal justice process. The Chairperson is confident
that a second interim report on the issue of strict and
absolute liability will be published before the month’s end
and the Committee can then focus on the specific issue of
children’s rights.

The Government has granted an extension to enable the
Committee to complete its work by October 16th. Despite
some perceptions, the Government has made no decision on
the question of whether or not to have a referendum. The
Government will await the final report of the Committee
before making any decision in relation to new legislation or
a constitutional amendment. The job of the Committee has
been to build consensus on what has proven to be a number
of very difficult legal issues.

Finally, the Minister referred to the National Children’s
Strategy 2000-2010 as the key driver of our vision for
children in Ireland. The main challenge of the Strategy is to
bring about joined up services for children across Ireland. As
part of this, we are learning how to work in an effective way
through four children’s services committees in Donegal,
Limerick, South Dublin and Dublin City, and are determined
to see these extend across six more counties in 2009.
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INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVE 1

Maria Herczog,Member, UN Committee on the Rights of
the Child
Children’s Rights From Around the Globe –
Lessons for Ireland

In introducing her input, Maria Herczog remarked on her
position on the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child and
the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC). With
regard to the former, she explained how she had been the
national co-ordinator of the first Hungarian shadow report
from voluntary organisations to the UN Committee.
Following this, and much to her own surprise, she was then
nominated to the UN Committee as the representative of the
Hungarian government. This experience has allowed her to
see the issues from both the voluntary and statutory
perspective. Although this is a demanding role, as a
researcher it allows access to very valuable information.
However, her favourite part of the work is when young
people themselves make presentations to the UN Committee,
as they are often very frustrated and very honest. In
reference to the EESC, on which she sits with Jillian van
Turnhout, Maria said that there are few organisations
representing children. This has meant that it is sometimes
difficult to find support for children’s issues.

Maria Herczog went on to address three areas of work using
Hungarian examples. These three areas were (i) early
childhood education and care, (ii) early intervention and
prevention in the context of families potentially ‘at risk’, and
(iii) the right to play.

In speaking on the question of early childhood education
and care, Maria stated that while there are different
approaches in different countries, the EU is committed to
early years’ interventions. This is for a number of reasons,
including the need for female participation in the labour
market, the need for a mobile labour force and for dual
incomes, the falling birth rate in most countries and,
although possibly the reason taken least seriously, the need
for investment in children’s development and care.

Hungary has over 50 years experience of universal day care
services. Originally, this was seen as an intervention into
families in order to produce good citizens under the
communist regime and as a means of freeing up women for
paid employment. Different services were provided based on
the age of the child: a minority of the children under three
years was catered for in predominantly local authority run
crèches, while the vast majority of children aged 3-6 years
were catered for in full-day kindergartens. It has become
widely accepted that crèches and kindergartens are good
places for children while their parents are working, even
better than being at home. In addition to providing more
equal access to play, knowledge and skills in preparing for
school, in many instances the childcare facilities were better
equipped, provided regular health check-ups and food as
well. Despite introducing three-year maternity leave in 1967
and, later, parental leave, it was strongly believed that
children should attend kindergarten from the age of three
years. This has resulted in Hungarian children being
essentially invisible until they are three years of age.

More recently there has been increased questioning of the
right of children to have both the care of their parents at
home and high quality childcare services. There has also
been some debate on the differences in access to, and
quality of care, available to children from various social
backgrounds and circumstances. Also, there is increased

evidence on the long-term value of quality early years care
and education. If children are not attending an early years’
service then their parent(s) have more limited employment
opportunities and the family is at an increased risk of poverty
and social exclusion. Intervening at the stage of school drop
out is too late for many children. Investing in the first three
years of a child’s life has significant long-term benefits in
terms of their overall life perspective, engagement in
criminal activity, substance abuse and their own parenting
skills. The HighScope study in the United States estimate that
for every $1 invested between $7 and $14 can be saved in
the long-term.

The implementation of the Sure Start program from the UK,
with the support of the EU Social Cohesion Fund, and
adapted for use in Hungary, provides an opportunity to
explore the different needs of children with special regard to
children who are living in deprived areas and who are at risk
of educational failure. The programme is operating in 36
deprived areas, most of which are remote rural areas, but
with some located in cities also. Targeted at children under
the age of three years and their families, the programme is
operated from ‘children’s houses’. The basic premise on
which the programme operates is that of the provision of
good quality, accessible, affordable services in an informal
way that does not make parents feel they are being taught
or trained, but supported instead. The aims of the
programme are to:

> provide a safe, friendly and well-equipped environment
for children and their carers during the day;

> empower women as mothers and as future workers;
> work together with all other service providers (health

visitors, paediatricians, kindergarten teachers, social
workers) based on common principles and a core
knowledge base;

> support children to be ready for kindergarten and later
for school (in addition to making kindergartens more
open to accepting children from deprived areas); and

> promote social inclusion and integration at an
early stage.

This Programme provides an opportunity to study, monitor
and evaluate all types of services and provisions and to learn
about how services can be combined to best meet the needs
of different children and their families to ensure their rights
from the early years onward.

Maria Herczog went on to address the issue of early
intervention and prevention in the context of families that
are potentially ‘at risk’. It is now a widely accepted common
principle that families should be safe and caring
environments for all children. In addition, family
preservation and support can prevent significant harm to
children and avoid their placement out of their family.
Traditional approaches to child protection lack the active
involvement of the family members and their possible
supporters, such as extended family, neighbours and friends.
Also lacking is the recognition that families know their own
history, circumstances and needs better than anyone else.
An awareness of these weaknesses has been coupled with
the recognition that social services have limited tools and
resources to support families and a growing demand for
target social protection systems based on a greater
awareness of need.

One alternative approach is that of family conferences. Based
on the New Zealand experience and other versions, in the
Netherlands the Eigen Kracht (Own Power) Foundation has
been providing training and family conferencing services for
families with different problems. Children are active partners
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in the conferences and the participation of all others
attached to the family, such as neighbours, friends, teachers
etc. is encouraged. Family conferences address a wide range
of issues including housing issues, family illness, substance
abuse, criminal behaviour, divorce and custody and domestic
violence. It allows for no secrecy in relation to issues that
have previously torn families apart. Each family conference
develops a plan for the family and its supporters. These
plans must, of course, be safe for the child and in line with
the law.

So far, more than 2,000 conferences have been successfully
implemented with a high degree of participation. On
average, 18 members attend the family conference, but one
Roma family conference had 42 members. Outcomes have
included the promotion of positive conflict resolution,
acceptance of responsibility, and provision of mutual help for
everyone, especially children. Children also learn that
non-confrontational resolution is possible. There is also a
reduced need for professional and institutional support and
the empowerment of family members who become more
responsible and independent.

Lastly, Maria Herczog addressed the issue of the right to play.
Play helps children to feel joy, promotes their development,
their co-operation skills and fosters a sense of belonging and
identity. The Right to Play organisation is now operating is
23 countries, including some of the most deprived nations
such as Azerbaijan, Benin, Tanzania and Mali. Almost 13,000
local representatives have been trained so far.

The aim of the organisation is to create a healthier and safer
world through the power of sport and play. Through these
activities children can learn more about health promotion
and disease prevention, and improve their basic education
and development. Play and sport can provide children who
are not the ‘usual winners’ in school with a way to become
heroes and with positive role models in another arena. Play
and sport also promotes community development, conflict
resolution and peace education and improves academic
performance and motivation.
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SNAPSHOT 1
CHILDREN’S RIGHTS IN PRACTICE

A number of ‘Snapshots’ were presented in the morning and
afternoon. These short presentations were designed to
provide practical examples of how children’s rights are being
promoted and secured by a number of local and national
projects and organisations.

Eddie D’Arcy, Youth Work Services Manager,
Catholic Youth Care
Supporting Families: Protecting Children

Dochas, the North Clondalkin Integrated Family-School
Project, targets marginalised children from the community
where poverty and neglect are issues of concern. The project
grew out of a meeting in 1991 at which concern was
expressed about a group of primary school children. At that
time, 91 children were identified who were absent from
school at least 50% of the time. Many of these fell just
outside the threshold for residential care. The project also
identified the problem associated with placing such children
in care – while some children had done well in school while
in care, once they returned to their own community they fell
back into bad habits as neither their family nor their
environment had changed with them.

In response to these issues, Dochas provides intensive support
to a small number of children in their own community and
schools. Developed and managed by local community and
voluntary agencies, for many children Dochas means that
they do not enter residential care settings.

The project is based around the ‘House’, which was built in
1995, where the services are centred in the kitchen in which
children have breakfast and dinner. Children can shower,
have their uniform washed, are provided with books and
helped with their homework. Pivotal to the project is that
the children return to their own families at night. Dochas
works with these families to help them develop the capacity
to deal with their caring responsibilities themselves.
However, where parents have substance abuse problems they
can sometimes struggle to care for their child as their energy
and attention is taken up with their addictions.

Although it involves making difficult decisions, Dochas
provides services to only 25 children, those that are deemed
to be in greatest need. This intensive and targeted approach
is a key feature of its success. Children usually come to the
service when they are eight or nine years old and stay with
the project until they finish primary school.

The profile of the children is startling – they are hungry, have
no money, are unkempt, don’t participate in school activities
or tours. They are aware of their status as poor children and
dread the label of ‘Vinny’, that is, a child supported by the St.
Vincent de Paul.

The majority of the children who are supported by Dochas
stay with their families and make the transition to second
level school. Over half have a 100% attendance rate while in
primary school. This clearly shows the positive impact of
simply having someone to care for, and about, them. The
most successful outcomes tend to be for those that are the
eldest in the family. This is because there are no older
siblings acting as negative role models or undermining their
participation in school, though older children can provide a
positive role model for their younger siblings.

Remaining independent and rooted in the community and
the continuity of staff are key factors in the success of
Dochas for the children and families it serves. It is not a very
expensive project but it is a successful one.

Underpinning many of the difficulties that face children in
deprived areas or from poor backgrounds is the fact that
succeeding in school is still based on having a supportive
family environment. It is time that the education system
accepted that not all children have this support and that it is
the responsibility of the education system to help these
children reach their potential.

Catherine Coventry and Ellen O’Leary, OMCYA’s Children
and Young People’s Forum
Jessie Nugent, The Base Centre, Ballyfermot
Listening to the Voice of the Child

This first group of young people spoke about a number of
Articles in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child
(UNCRC) and their experience of how these are
implemented, or not, in Ireland. First, they addressed Article
12, the right of the child to be heard in all matters that
concern them. One of the main mechanisms for this in
Ireland is the Children and Young People’s Forum of the
OMCYA. In the Forum, children and young people have the
right to speak out on issues that concern them. The Forum
respects their opinions and listens to what they have to say.
It provides young people with the opportunity to
demonstrate that they can make a constructive contribution
to society.
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A way in which they are working to achieve this is through
the development of a youth-friendly version of the UNCRC
with the Alliance, UNICEF and The Base Centre in
Ballyfermot. This will help young people understand that
they have rights and can challenge the widespread practice
among adults of ignoring children. A rap, for the
symposium, has been produced.

Discrimination against young people is an important Forum
issue. In particular, the Forum is concerned with the right to
have a voice under Article 12 and the right to be treated as
children, not as adults, under Articles 1 and 2 of the UNCRC.
A campaign called Fair Fares is currently challenging an
anomaly that may erode the right to be treated and
protected as children. Although national legislation and the
UNCRC state that the age of majority is 18 years, in Ireland
some service providers charge young people aged 16 years
and over adult rates for tickets. This is of particular concern
in relation to public transport fares but also applies in
cinemas and other entertainment arenas.

Delegates also heard from Jessie Nugent, a representative
from the Youth Forum at The Base, Ballyfermot, who
introduced a rap track, exclusively produced at the Base,
which highlights children’s rights issues in a way that has
meaning for children and young people. In introducing the
rap, she requested that young people be afforded more than
seven minutes to have their say at future conferences.

Jonathan Irwin, CEO of the Jack and Jill Foundation
Enabling Families to Care for Their Child: Why charity
begins at home for Irish charity Jack and Jill Foundation

Jonathan Irwin spoke of his son Jack, who was born a
healthy baby boy on 29 February 1996. After a seizure in the
first days of his life, Jack was left blind, deaf and brain
damaged. Jack died at 22 months at home in the care of his
family, having been the best that he could possibly be.

Jonathan recounted the story of Jack’s short life in the
context of the complete absence of State supported or State
provided services for children like his son. He and his wife
were advised to ‘abandon’ their son at the hospital. Only if
they did so would the State be forced to care for him.
Instead of taking this advice, Jack was taken home where he
was lovingly cared for by his family and friends. In referring
to Maria Herczog’s statement that children in Hungary were
invisible under the age of three, Jonathan stated that
children in Ireland in need of special care did not exist until
they are two years old. Only at this age were they and their
family entitled to the Domiciliary Care Allowance, although
this has now changed. This abandonment of their son by the
State, the knowledge that children such as Jack fared better
in their own families and the awareness that there were
other families facing the same situation, provided the
impetus for the couple to set up the Jack and Jill Foundation
in 1997.

Today, Jack and Jill works with 288 families nationwide
through home visits, advice, information, funding, lobbying
and bereavement support. The Foundation works to put
teams of carers in place including HSE staff, liaison nurses,
community organisations, family members, neighbours and
friends. “The gift of time” is how some parents describe it.
Time to do the normal things that others take for granted,
like shopping, visiting friends or taking the other children to
the park with the peace of mind that their sick child is being
well cared for.

Most of the families are grateful for the support of the
Foundation but are also very angry at the failure of the State
to help them and their child. They cannot get the services
that they see as being their right. One particular issue is that
of obtaining a medical card, which still constitutes a
nightmare for many parents. Imagine obtaining a Medical
Card for a little girl who is paralysed and blind and being
told she may have it for one year only and then please
reapply. This should be an automatic entitlement for very
sick children, not something that the State can choose to
give or take away.

Home care is less expensive than hospital care. The home
care packages for the children and families supported by the
Jack and Jill Foundation costs approximately €3 million per
annum. Yet the Irish Government has continuously failed to
support families to take care of their ill and disabled children
at home. The lack of a national budget for such home care
services causes endless bed blocking and heartbreak for
parents, who just want their baby home. If Jack and Jill can
run a national home care programme, why is it beyond the
HSE? Jonathan Irwin also stated that the Foundation
currently raises more funds through a mobile phone
recycling project than it receives from the State.

The children supported by the Jack and Jill Foundation are
very fragile: many of them have very short lives. They need
society to keep them warm and cosy.
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INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVE 2

Ted Lempert, President, Children Now, California
Working Together for Children’s Rights – How it can Work

Ted Lempert began his presentation by pointing out that
both California and Ireland are facing difficult economic
times and, unfortunately, this is evidenced in their Report
Cards, both of which award their government low grades in
their treatment of children. Having served as a California
State Assembly member, Ted is very aware of how difficult it
is to get children’s issues onto the political agenda. Also,
coming from a relatively privileged position of having a wife,
three children and two incomes, it is still a struggle to raise
children in a political and policy environment that is largely
unconcerned with children.

In his work as, and with child advocates, Ted Lempert
stressed that as children’s advocates we all think we have it
figured out and that we have all the answers. The problem
is that we are going up against stronger and better financed
interest groups all the time. However, one thing that we
have in our favour is that the majority of the general public
is in favour of children and supportive of measures that will
improve children’s lives. While there is strong public will to
provide every child with an opportunity to reach their full
potential, politicians often engage in rhetoric – it is all about
the children until action and tough decisions are required.
Consequently our policy and budgetary decisions fall short,
thus denying children an opportunity to thrive and
contribute to our shared social, democratic, and economic
progress. In addressing this challenge, Children Now has
developed a strategy of targeting those who can make a
difference with timely and relevant information.

The California Report Card is a key component of this
strategy. Each year the Report Card provides current and
comprehensive data on children, an overview of key public
policy and budgetary developments affecting children, and
policy objectives for improving children’s well-being. Since its
inception, the Report Card has been crucial to shaping the
public policy agenda in California, including the need for
increased investment and reform in K-12 (education from
5-18 years) and early education, after school programmes,
health insurance, oral health and adolescent health
programs and obesity prevention. In this year’s Report Card,
Children Now is fulfilling the need for a comprehensive
“children’s agenda”, identifying immediate actions for
California’s leadership to pursue in the current legislative
session. Well respected by policymakers, the media and
advocates, the Report Card has been replicated in every US
state and Puerto Rico.

Some of the key statistics presented in the 2009 Report Card are:

> California is home to 8 million children. This represents
one in eight of all children in the US.

> 49% of California’s children are Latino, 30% are white,
10% are Asian and 6% are African-American.

> 41% of kindergarteners are designated English learners,
that is, English is not their first language.

> In the area of health insurance, the Report Card awarded
the State a D+. Almost half of all families cannot afford
health care.

> 15% of children have asthma, one fifth of whom
required emergency room care in the past year.

> In mental health, the grade awarded was a C. Suicide is
the fourth leading cause of death among Californian
children aged 10-18 and one in ten teenagers is in receipt
of psychological or emotional counselling.

> One in three young people report having no meaningful
relationship with an adult.

> Less than half (48%) of three and four year olds attend
pre-school, one in five children do not finish High School
and over half of all 12 year olds spend at least some time
alone after school, with almost one quarter spending
time alone after school four to five days each week.

> Almost one fifth of Latino and African-American children
are obese, compared to just one in eight white children.
Approximately one in 12 pre-school children is
over-weight.

> In relation to child safety, one in three middle and high
school children [aged 10 to 18 years] report having been
pushed, shoved or hit at school, with one in four having
been in a physical fight in the past year. California’s
children also have the highest rate of substantiated abuse
or neglect, with the rate standing at 24.8 per 1,000 in 2007.

Why are California’s children not doing better? One reason is
the political reality of children: they don’t vote. Another is the
constant battle of children’s advocates for time and importance
in a political system that is populated by much larger and
wealthier interest groups. Because the American political
system is built upon the interplay and competition among
interest groups, the needs of children are often drowned out of
policy discussions. This is reinforced by the disparity in lobbying
dollars spent in the US. Leading child advocacy organisations
spend less than $500,000 annually while the top 10 industries
spend more than $1 billion a year lobbying. Children Now do
not give political campaign contributions.

What can children’s organisations and child advocates do to
change this situation and promote the children’s agenda?
Ted Lempert suggested the five key strategies used by
Children Now.

> First, refocus your energies solely on children, do not get
distracted by other issues and do what you can to harness
the public’s interest in children.

> Second, focus on the complete set of children’s needs.
For example, when considering child health think about
oral health and how this can link in with education.

> Third, develop your research base and make the most
effective use of research that you can.

> Fourth, operate in a non-partisan way. Children should
not become the victims of party politics or partisan interests.

> Fifth, work in co-operation and coalition with other
interest groups. These need not be specifically children’s
groups and may include civil rights groups, trade unions
and business organisations. Show them how good out
comes for children are in all of their interests, how a win-
win situation is possible. For example, every 120,000
children who drop out of school results in a $40 billion
economic loss. Childhood obesity results in economic
loss, increased health premiums for everyone and the
need for ever increasing health care. Eighty-five per cent
of brain development occurs before the age of 4 years,
but only 9% of our investment is in this age group.

Using these strategies Children Now has had successes in
moving children to the top of the policy agenda. For
example, the groundwork for improved quality in California’s
early education has been laid, California’s after school
programmes have been expanded and junk food advertising
on children’s programming has been reduced nationally.
Supporting these efforts, the Report Card spotlights
important data, highlights key policy decisions and provides
a roadmap for policymakers to improve the lives of children.

The work of Children Now is based on the principle that
every single child should have the means to reach their full
potential. Are we there yet? No. Can we get there? Yes.
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OPEN FORUM

Following the morning’s inputs delegates were invited to put
questions to the morning’s keynote speakers or to make
comments on what they had heard.

A representative of Children in Scotland highlighted a new
project on the role of the early year’s workforce in promoting
inclusion in Scotland. She asked how can we encourage EU
governments to examine the long-term economic benefits of
investment in quality early years services?

In responding to this question Maria Herczog pointed to a
range of challenges and difficulties facing children’s
advocates. For example, in looking at the Barcelona targets,
one third of all three-year-olds were to have free crèche
places in order to allow women to go to work. Two
problems arise with this: first, the target is focused on
women and not on children; second, what is to happen to
the remaining two-thirds of three-year-olds? Improving the
parenting capacity of families is not addressed at all. An
emerging problem identified by Maria Herczog is the
increasing black-market in childcare that sees predominantly
young women coming to Western Europe to care for
children. This is totally unmonitored and unsupervised.
What we can hope is that the US outcomes of investment in
both children and parents will be taken seriously by EU
governments.

Nóirín Hayes also responded to this question. In Ireland we
need to see both structural and contextual change. To date,
childcare provision has been focused on women’s labour
market participation and has served to divide women who
are in paid work and those who remain in the home. Also,
we need to re-examine the perpetual division that is made
between early years’ education and childcare, as much
confusion still exists at official level about this.

A delegate from Educate Together spoke about the impact
of the recent cuts in the education budget. These will result
in fewer special education needs and English language
teachers. This is in contravention of the child’s right to
cultural recognition and respect for ethnic diversity.
However, there is a significant lack of public debate on these

budgetary cuts and their long-term impact. For example,
when English language teachers for immigrant children are
withdrawn for the infant classes, these children will have to
bear the brunt of this throughout their education.

A delegate from the Irish National Teacher’s Organisation
(INTO) added to this point, highlighting the disheartening
effect of education cuts and increasing class sizes in primary
schools. Of particular concern are the cuts relating to
children who are in need of special classes – classes that are
now being closed. The question is: as a society, where are we
going in relation to children?

Jillian van Turnhout and Ted Lempert responded to these
inputs. Jillian agreed with the delegates that there is a need
to refocus our energies in relation to education and
highlighted that the recent Government policy documents
on the Smart Economy initiative contains no mention of
children at all. How can we develop a smart economy if we
do not invest in children? Ted advised that everything be put
in monetary terms for policy-makers and politicians. This is
the language they best understand.

In the context of its Community Childcare Campaign, a
delegate from the Services, Industrial, Professional and
Technical Union (SIPTU) asked Ted Lempert how best to go
about building coalitions. Ted stated that it was important
to educate trade unionists and business people as advocates
of children’s rights by making them aware of the immediate
and long-term economic and social benefits of improving
outcomes for children. These key people can then go on to
advocate for change at a wide range of events and meetings.

Finally in this Open Forum, a delegate representing both the
Children’s Law Centre and Save the Children Northern
Ireland asked if the US plans to ratify the UNCRC in the near
future. Ted Lempert stated that President Obama had
signalled his attention to reconsider this. He quoted the
President as saying that it was not good to be in the
company of Somalia in relation to children’s rights. While
this was not on the agenda for 2009, he hoped that it would
be soon after. Maria Herczog stated that at least the US had
signed the two optional protocols attached to the UNCRC
and that the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child was
having an ‘ongoing conversation’ with the US about full
ratification.
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FOOD FOR THOUGHT

In order to allow people to discuss issues that were not the
subject of inputs at the symposium, delegates and speakers
were invited to sit at a number of thematic conversation
tables over lunch. Each thematic table was hosted by a
notable expert in the area of discussion. The aim of these
‘Food for Thought’ tables was to facilitate and stimulate
discussion and to provide delegates with an opportunity to
network within their specific area of interest. They also
provided some space for potential future collaboration to
emerge. Each host was asked to record a small number of
key points that emerged from their discussions. These are
summarised below.

Theme 1: Children’s Rights in the Constitution

Two tables discussed the issue of children’s rights in the
Constitution, one hosted by Geoffrey Shannon, Independent
Family Law Expert, and one hosted by Maria Corbett, Policy
Director, Children’s Rights Alliance.

> Delegates were clear that this issue should be addressed
and addressed now. Further delays in the agreement of a
wording of an amendment or a new Article and in
setting a date for a referendum are not appropriate.

> It was recommended that a new Article be written for
the Constitution rather than amending existing
provisions. The wording of this new Article should be
kept simple.

> The Government should launch a pro-active campaign
that addresses the fears of parents, particularly in
relation to adoption, as well as identifying the key selling
points of constitutional change.

> There is a need to strengthen the focus on children’s
rights. This means educating and informing the judiciary
on children’s rights and equality, providing adequate
resources to implement any constitutional changes and
focusing on supporting parents not punishing them.

> All stakeholders should be identified and engaged in
informed debate. Stakeholders include parents,
community and voluntary organisations and the
Government. The Children’s Rights Alliance should have a
role in engaging and supporting stakeholders.

> Ratifying the Lisbon Treaty should be promoted as it is
the first EU Treaty that provides for the protection of
children’s rights as an internal and external objective of
the EU.

Theme 2: Children from Diverse Family Forms

This table was hosted by Brian Sheehan of GLEN (Gay and
Lesbian Equality Network) and Karen Kiernan of One Family.

> Children’s rights need to be enshrined in the Constitution
and legislation to ensure early intervention in their
families, including foster families, and better outcomes
for children.

> There are already children living in gay and lesbian
families. Excluding them and their protection from the
Civil Partnership Bill is a failure and missed opportunity.

> Children in all sorts of diverse families should be legally
protected and should be able to establish a legal
connection with those parenting them. This includes
foster parents, step parents, and co-parents. All families
should have equal status.

Theme 3: Influence of Advertising on Children

Two tables addressed this issue. One of these was hosted by
Margaret Burns of the Jesuit Centre for Faith and Justice and
one by James Doorley, National Youth Council of Ireland.

> Delegates felt that it is unrealistic to think that we could
have a ban on advertising directed at children that could
be enforced.

> However, the Government has a responsibility to control
such advertising and a code of ethics on advertising junk
food in particular is required. This should be statutory
and enforceable under law.

> In framing advertising regulations, it should also be
remembered that children are increasingly over protected
and shut out of the public sphere. Therefore a balance
between child protection and child participation should
be sought.

> Advertising should be used to promote positive outcomes
for children. Commercial advertising should be countered
by public interest advertising that would attempt to put
information that children and young people need into
the public domain. Information on healthy eating to
counteract junk food advertising would be particularly
important, as would information on relationships,
sexuality and other issues. In this context, it is important
to address a range of issues relating to the internet,
access to information on sex, and pornography.

> Delegates expressed concern about the portrayal and use
of children in advertising. Children are often portrayed
in a condescending and disrespectful way. They are used
to get across a message that is actually directed at adults.

> Parents should be empowered to deal with ‘pester’
power.

> There is a need to engage with relevant industries and
increase their sense of social responsibility.

Theme 4: Child Protection

Two tables discussed the issue of child protection. One of
these was hosted by Michael McLoughlin, Youth Work
Ireland, and Mary Flaherty, Children at Risk in Ireland (CARI),
and one by Caroline O’Sullivan, ISPCC, and Maeve Lewis, One
in Four.

> Child protection should focus on risk management rather
than risk elimination. Social workers should be trained to
be managers and to work with other statutory and
voluntary agencies to manage risk in the community.

> The importance of working together cannot be over-
estimated. This avoids the development and delivery of
isolated services and helps develop a systemic community-
based approach.

> Even in recessionary times, progress can be achieved
through creative thinking, sharing resources and linking
with other sectors and actors, including businesses.

> There is an urgent need for 24 hour child protection
services. Outside 9-5 hours, Gardaí have to act under
Section 12 of the Child Care Act, 1991 to address crisis
situations. This is far from ideal and children can be
traumatised by this experience. Gardaí should not have
to intervene in such situations, do not have adequate
training and skills to do so and such intervention should
be the role of the HSE/social workers.
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> The Government has recruited Five Rivers (which is a
private company) to recruit and train ten foster families
to support/give very short-term care/beds in crisis
situations. The beds are to be dotted around the country
so no child is more than 100 miles from a family.
This system is due to be in place by June. There was
broad agreement that this was a positive development
(something is urgently needed) but this move does not
take away from the need for 24 hour social work services
as Gardaí will still be removing children and transporting
them to these beds outside standard office hours.

> The role of various professionals was also discussed.
Doctors and teachers have a responsibility to be aware of
child protection issues and their potential role in
identification and reporting. The role of social workers
was somewhat more controversial but table participants
agreed that social workers are under-resourced but they
also need to “take a stand”.

> Participants were in support of mandatory reporting of
child protection cases, however, some were not aware
that such reporting did not already exist.

Theme 5: Children from Minority Communities

This table was hosted by Monica Anne Brennan, Integrating
Ireland, and Colette Murray, Pavee Point.

> While we have very good policy and strategy documents,
there has been a failure to implement these.

> Young people who are not Irish or EU citizens face a real
challenge in accessing third level education as the fees
that subsequently apply are extremely high.

> There is a need to identify and mainstream successful
projects. People need to know what has and is being
done by others and what works. This avoids the
reinvention of the wheel.

> It should be recognised that treating children equally
does not mean treating all children the same.

Theme 6: Children in Conflict with the Law

This table was hosted by Liam Herrick, Irish Penal Reform
Trust, and Tony O’Riordan, Public Interest Law Alliance.

> There is a real need to support staff and management
who are trying to introduce a child-centred culture in
institutions such as St. Patrick’s Institution, and in An
Garda Síochána.

> With regard to the HSE, there is a lack of clarity and
ownership of its responsibility for children. This
contributes to the difficulties of co-ordination between
services for children in care, children at risk and children
in the juvenile justice system.
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INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVE 1

Phil Beadle, Teacher and Presenter of Channel 4’s
‘Can’t Read, Can’t Write’
Every Child’s a Genius

Phil Beadle opened his address by illustrating the use of a
magic painting book, something that is familiar to many
delegates. These are the painting books that, when you
apply water with a paintbrush, the picture changes colour.
At four years of age, Phil was introduced to this miracle and
thought about how great he was, how this was the
beginning of great things in his life, how anything was now
possible. What he did not know was that he was being
educated. He did not know that he was mastering pen
control, developing fine motor skills or receiving affirmation
from a significant adult. He knows now that he was lucky to
have a mother who was interested in his education.

What is education for? This profound philosophical question
has been the source of much discussion. The chief function
of education should be greater equality. A functional
education is the right of every child and gives them
incredible freedom.

Using images of his young son, Phil Beadle went on to
comment on how the Labour party in the UK has construed
children to be the enemy at the gate. Every child was seen to
have the capacity to be rude, violent, lazy, unclean and
anti-social. This image of children allowed the UK
Government to propose random drug testing in schools and
the taking of DNA samples from every new born. One
London-based school actually undertook random drug testing
and used the fact that no drug problem existed as evidence
of increased success. The fact that the school never had a
drug problem in the first place was passed over. Children and
young people, however, see such drug testing as an invasion
of their privacy.

The UK Government has also promoted a policy of zero
tolerance towards young people. One of the more ridiculous
examples of this, according to Phil, is the zero tolerance of
so-called ‘hoodies’. Phil illustrated the ridiculousness of this
by showing a picture of his two-year old in a hooded
sweatshirt, saying that he should not be allowed to enter
shops whilst wearing this piece of clothing. But zero
tolerance is what teachers are supposed to apply to relatively
low level misbehaviour. There is no scope for the appropriate
interpretation of such behaviour and no distinction being
made between genocide and smoking weed.

Zero tolerance means no tolerance. This also means no
understanding as this can only grow out of tolerance.
We need to get back to recognising that rules should be
there to protect children and keep them safe, not as a means
of punishment. Schooling in England is based on one-way
respect: children are expected to respect their teachers while
accepting that they will not be respected in return. This
system cannot work and cannot engender in children a
desire to learn. While it is tempting to look down on the
next generation from a position of age and experience, this
should not translate into dictating to young people.

Phil Beadle expressed his belief that each child is born a
genius. They may have different levels of potential and offer
different challenges to the adults around them. One is not
better than the other, and all children have the right to
reach their full potential whatever that is. What they need is
just one person to care and take a stand on their behalf.

Children come to the education system with this unique
genius and enormous creativity. What education teaches
them is not to harness this creativity but to conform and
adjust to societal expectations. Education prescribes what
children should learn and what their view of the world
should be. Phil illustrated this by asking delegates to very
quickly draw a picture of a house. He then showed
delegates a picture of a house that his four year old drew
shortly before his first day at school. This picture needed
some interpretation: it had no defined shape but many
interesting characteristics. Different colours on one side of
the picture denoted different types of smoke according to
how warm the house was and a thick line on one side of the
page showed which side of the house the wind blew on.
However, when asked to draw a house after a brief time at
school his son produced the standard triangle sitting on top
of a square, with squares for windows and a rectangle for
the door. This was also the image of a house drawn by the
vast majority of delegates, despite the fact that very few
houses actually look like this.

This teaching of conformity allows many children to fall
through the cracks. It does not reflect what education and
learning should be: exciting, enlivening and sometimes
anarchic. It should ignite a child’s passions that will carry
them through to adulthood and make children aware that
each and every one of them is in possession of their own
unique gifts, talents and competencies.

In our interactions with children, we should always
remember that small causes do not mean small changes. No
matter how small our interactions with children, we should
always endeavour to make these as positive as we can.
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SNAPSHOT 2
CHILDREN’S RIGHTS IN PRACTICE

Eleanor McClorey, CEO, youngballymun
Supporting Children’s Rights from the Very Beginning

Youngballymun is a ten-year systemic change strategy
working to secure improved learning and well-being
outcomes for children and young people in Ballymun. The
project is passionate about ensuring that children are able to
take advantage of the health and education processes that
are available to them.

Ballymun generates strong associations in many of us. We
associate it with poverty, drug addiction and despair. This is
where it lies in our psychological landscape. Built in the
1960s as the new form of social housing, Ballymun enjoyed a
brief golden age, but this changed in the 1970s with mass
unemployment and the emergence of a strong drug culture.
Now, Ballymun is undergoing a very significant regeneration
process which will, it is hoped, make the area a fit place for
all to live.

Some things have not changed in Ballymun, including a
strong history of local community development and
engagement, and the desire to see things get better for the
children. Youngballymun taps into this strength and is
focused on the integration of services and interventions for
children from birth to adulthood.

A number of key issues have emerged from the project to
date. Of particular significance is the invisibility of children
on the social change agenda. Youngballymun is concerned
with very young children and supporting parents’ capacity
and potential to parent effectively. Parents in Ballymun have
a very rich experience of parenting in circumstances that few
of us will ever know.

Youngballymun recognises the importance of support from
the very earliest age. The Ready, Steady, Grow Service,
developed by youngballymun, focuses on ante-natal care,
bonding, attachment and very early parenting. The
Ballymun Home Support Service is working with public
health nurses to change the services available to families at
this early stage. Early language development and language
skills are crucial to communicating needs, but language
services are not available to many people in disadvantaged
areas. Youngballymun is offering such language supports.

School readiness is a central issue in the work of
youngballymun. School is still one of the crucial aspects of a
child’s life and youngballymun is working with parents,
schools and other services to ensure they understand the
concept of school-readiness. This will ultimately help
children engage with school.

Eleanor McClorey said that we must work with children as
well as working for them. In doing so, adults must rethink
what they know. There are different kinds of ‘knowing’ and
the ‘knowing’ that drives services, drives families and drives
communities are not always the same. But through
youngballymun, the people from Ballymun feel that their
views and opinions are actually being heard.

Jennifer Gargan, Director and Damien Hooper, Trainee
Aftercare Support Worker, Irish Association of Young
People in Care (IAYPIC)
Ensuring Children’s Rights in Care Settings

Jennifer Gargan began by stating that there are 5,000
children in care at the moment. These are in foster care,
residential care and include Irish children and separated
young people seeking asylum here. Many of these children
are very vulnerable, almost totally invisible and at risk of
losing their childhood.

Children in care do not do as well as other children across a
wide range of variables. Children in care have higher rates
of suicide, higher rates of school drop out, are more likely to
have unplanned pregnancies, to be unemployed and to end
up in prison. But these children were born with the same
rights as their peers. We as a society have a responsibility to
all children, but must accept that we have a particular
responsibility for these more disadvantaged and vulnerable
children who do not have the care and protection of their
own family.

There has been recent progress in the children’s sector. This
includes the establishment of the OMCYA and the Office of
the Ombudsman for Children, many policies and strategies
that aim to improve children’s lives and new legislation.
However, there is much still to be done. We need to
implement these policies and turn them into good practice.
We need to listen to the voice of the child with a view to
changing our decisions, policies and practice. We need to
make sure that every child in care has a dedicated social
worker and is appropriately placed in the type of care that
suits their needs. We need to give children in care continuity
in these placements in order to uphold their right to stability.
We need a commitment from all of those working with
children in care to ensure that all of their rights are upheld.

Damien Hooper spoke of his experience in the care system in
Ireland, having spent 16 years in care, primarily foster care.
In addressing Article 12 of the UNCRC, he spoke of having 19
social workers in 16 years but feeling that only one of them
actually listened to him. There was little agreement among
social workers and carers in many instances. For example,
while in residential care a group of young people asked to
be allowed to go on holidays. One social worker said no, the
other said yes. (In the end they went to Greece and had a
great time!).

Damien Hooper also spoke of his rights under other Articles
of the UNCRC. When he was 16, he was placed in a
residential centre which included older men. He was
deprived of his right to a family environment, had no idea
how to get to school, was not supported after school and
was physically abused. He was bullied at school and became
a bully in turn.

Damien trained as an IAYPIC Children’s Rights and
Participating Officer in 2007 and is now supporting young
people through the Aftercare Support Network. While
children’s rights are more visible now, young people in care
need to be allowed to speak, to be heard, to be seen as
positive and good, and they need good aftercare.

Are we there yet? Not by a long shot!
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Sarah Grimson, Trinity Access Programmes (TAP)
Empowering Children to Reach their Full Educational
Potential

The Trinity Access Programmes (TAP) works to uphold Article
28 of the UNCRC by ‘making higher education accessible to
all on the basis of capacity’. Sarah Grimson spoke of three
components of TAPS.

The first of these is the Student and Community Outreach
Links or SCOL Programme. This is a pre-entry Programme
that works with 20 disadvantaged primary and 22
disadvantaged second level schools in the Greater Dublin
Area. It is based on a partnership model between TAP staff,
academics, schools, pupils and parents.

Pupils in the senior primary school classes are invited to
participate in a one-day Maths and Science Exploration
Programme which involves children in fun maths and science
related activities. Pupils and parents familiarise themselves
with the campus, which helps to breakdown the barriers
between them and the institution, and increase their
children’s interests in maths and science. Information is given
to parents of 6th class children on how to navigate the
second level schools system and to support their child’s
education, which is another key component of TAP’s work.

One of the key pieces of work with second level students is a
week-long summer school for 60 pupils in secondary schools.
The Summer School aims to introduce students to all aspects
of student life at Trinity College through a range of activities
which take place over five days. Pupils get to sample courses
through interactive academic workshops in a variety of
subjects across different academic faculties. They also
participate in a number of Project Groups that have included
photography, drama, web design and creative writing.
Other initiatives for second-level students include a computer
clubhouse, the opportunity to shadow a student for a day
and an honours maths support programme. Through their
participation in these programmes, positive attitudes to
third-level education are developed. It is also hoped that
they will act as role models and ambassadors (along with
adult ambassadors such as teachers) in their own
communities, therefore helping to change community
attitudes too.

The second aspect of TAP addressed by Sarah Grimson was
the targeted entry routes to third level. These include a
full-time, year-long access course that addresses academic,
social and personal preparation for third-level and the
Higher Education Access Route (HEAR). This latter initiative
involves a partnership of almost 200 schools and eight
third-level institutions around the country. These provide
eligible students with reduced-points entry onto reserved
places on degree courses. In the academic year 2008/09, 118
students gained entry through this route.

The third aspect of TAP addressed by Sarah Grimson was the
Post-Entry Support Programme. Gaining access to third level
education is only the beginning of the story – non-traditional
students need ongoing support to help maintain their
participation as well. TAP provides students with academic,
financial, social and personal supports. It also promotes their
belief that they have a right to be in higher education.

Snapshot speakers: Eleanor McClorey, youngballymun; Damien Hooper,
IAYPIC; and, Sarah Grimson, Trinity Access Programmes



Are We There Yet?
Are We There Yet?

Are We There Yet?

MARY MCALEESE,
PRESIDENT OF IRELAND

The President thanked delegates for their warm welcome
and paid tribute to the Children's Rights Alliance for hosting
the event.

The conference title ‘Are we there yet?' certainly has a
resonance for most parents who ever set out on a long car
journey only to hear after fifty yards that little voice from
the back seat ask for the first, of what you know will be five
hundred times, "Are we there yet?". Although we have a
saying in Irish that two shortens the journey, the saying was
obviously coined long before the advent of the motor car
and the holiday in Donegal. That childish impatience
lengthened many a family journey but the same question
asked here, of course, has quite a different context and if
there is a tone of impatience in it, then that is designed to
make of us and our country the place which the
Proclamation of 1916 insisted would be a Republic, where
the children of the nation would be cherished equally. We
want to provide children with a loving and happy
environment where they can grow.

Almost 30 years ago, Dr. Joe Robins wrote a book called The
Lost Children, a study of charity children in Ireland in the
years 1700 to 1900. The President used it as a text book in
the years when she taught in Trinity College and, wherever
she goes, that book is always within reach of her hand. It is
terrifying. In the push and pull of wars and famine, the story
of children, especially those orphaned or abandoned was so
often overlooked. Until the end of the eighteenth century
they were treated with a "callous indifference" which we
would today find utterly shocking. A century later things had
changed and there was a growing concern for their welfare
expressed in institutions and legislation, which sought to
protect the young. By the twentieth century, that had begun
to grow into a sentimental child-centredness in which the
voice of the child was still largely unheard, but in which a
new idealised view of childhood began to grow.

We know from the stories of many adults who experienced
twentieth century institutional care as children, just how
dreadfully vulnerable they were and how cowed into silence.
Physical chastisement, upheld by the paternalistic view of
children, was often a part of their experience. We know that
physical chastisement in such institutions was often
translated into physical violence. Until recently, many of
these children confided only in others who suffered the same
fate. Indeed, the physical chastisement of children by their
parents is still regarded by many as acceptable. The lack of a
voice and a place to be heard still applies to many children
experiencing abuse within their own homes. Many of their
stories are told only after a painful childhood and an
appalling adolescence. It is only in a tortured adulthood that
they are empowered to speak of their experiences.

Today we speak of children having civil and human rights.
They have a Children's Ombudsman. Most importantly the
vast majority of today's children in Ireland have a childhood.
They grow up with free education, child benefits, universal
vaccination and good health care, which has eradicated
many once fatal childhood illnesses and reduced to
negligible proportions the once staggering statistics of infant
mortality. The stigma of illegitimacy that made misery of the
lives of many children has long gone. The secret
confinements and forced adoptions have disappeared; the
physical and sexual abuse, which were once taboo, are
openly acknowledged and perpetrators pursued even
decades later.

Now we talk of improving childcare, of parenting classes, of
child abuse guidelines, of protection, of help lines, of
educating children about their rights and their
vulnerabilities. They have champions to advocate their cause
and increasingly we hear their own voices telling us, in their
own words, what it is they know and feel. Ours is no longer
quite the same world of which Seamus Heaney wrote in "The
Railway Children":

"We were small and thought we knew nothing
Worth knowing".

The world in general also thought that children knew
nothing; that things passed over their heads and did not
lodge like barbs deep in the heart. Now we know, because a
whole new science around behaviour and psychology is
telling us that the old adage is true: what is learnt in
childhood is engraved on stone. The President, in relating a
story from her own family, highlighted that if you make an
error when engraving a stone, in this case a headstone for a
grave, it is not easily remedied but the stone can be taken
down and replaced. However, we cannot do this with our
children;we cannot replace them if we get the engraving
wrong. We only get one go around with our children and we
should not indulge or visit our flaws on them. The more
competent the engravers, the more the little life flourishes
into adulthood. The more incompetent the engravers the
greater the struggle to avoid serious dysfunction that can
blight a childhood and adolescence and give way to an
adulthood full of wasted potential.

Carson McCullers said ‘The hearts of small children are
delicate organs, a cruel beginning in this world can twist
them into curious shapes’. None of us want our lives, or the
lives of our children, twisted into curious shapes. We do not
want them to carry a flaw that was not of their making.
Today a veritable army of professionals and volunteers is
dedicated to the wellbeing of our children from sports clubs
and after schools clubs, to family oriented supports and
interventions.
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We know that, in these difficult economic times, the
environment is changing dramatically for children as
financial pressures and job losses increase the anxiety levels
in their homes. They are not immune. They are not
hermetically sealed off from those anxieties. They need our
reassurance now, more than ever, and they need space in
which to express what it is they know and what it is we need
to hear from them, so that we can best protect and vindicate
their rights, their childhoods.

Are we there yet? Can we yet say, hand on heart, that the
children of the nation are cherished equally? We can
certainly say that in this generation we have come closer
than any generation before us, but that gives us no cause for
complacency or for taking our foot off the accelerator. Every
so often a story of appalling inhumanity visited on a child
comes to the surface and we are reminded of how
vulnerable they still are. Every day we hear of, or experience
directly in our communities, the downstream consequences
of childhoods which have been squandered. It shows up in
street crime, in unstable family life, in drug and alcohol
abuse, in messed up relationships and in lives that got
"twisted into curious shapes".

Then there are the children who are carers, those who live
with chronic illness or disability and who have a right to tell
us how they want their lives to be. There are young people
who, having grown up in homes, and gone to schools, and
been on the streets with their mates, who have heard
nothing but relentless homophobic remarks and attitudes,
are making a discovery that they are gay. Suddenly they find
they can to talk to no-one.

There are children from a hundred other parts of the world
trying to cope in a culture they do not know, with a
language that is unfamiliar to them. Having attended an
event at Console that morning, the President said that she
was particularly mindful of those young people who are
dealing with bereavement, particularly those who have
experienced a family death from suicide. Bereavement from
suicide is not just an adult trauma, and children are not, by
innocence or ignorance, sealed off from the downstream,
long-term consequences of suicide. In recognising this,
Console is now focusing on children bereaved by suicide.

There are adolescents who are facing unplanned pregnancies
or sexually transmitted diseases or sexual pressures they feel
unable to resist. No child has the full range of coping skills to
deal with such demands on them, though many cope
remarkably well. But they still need champions to work for
the changes that will allow us to answer the question "Are
we there yet?" with a resounding and confident "yes". We
have the best-educated generation yet to help us plan how
to get to the destination, set out in our Proclamation. If we
are not there yet, but are well on the way, then what should
be our next steps? Many children who today suffer in silence
here are relying on people like you to keep pushing us
towards our best destination. Children around the globe
who still experience today the callous indifference that once
characterised Irish life and of which Joe Robins wrote so
passionately, rely on us to be their champions too. What we
get right here sets an agenda for children everywhere. For
their rights are human rights, inalienable and their
birthright. They are not concessions to be withheld or
conceded by higher authority.

WB Yeats once said that "No man has ever lived that had
enough of children's gratitude...". The President stated that
she knows that what delegates do at the symposium is not
out of a desire for gratitude, but it is important that that
gratitude is earned. Our children depend on us to do what is
right and necessary in the years when we are in control and
they are not. We need to travel life’s journey with them, to
help them cope and to make good decisions. They need to
know that there are people who care for them. The
President thanked the delegates for making this work their
vocation and for asking the question that can shorten the
journey to making Ireland the best possible place for each
child of the nation.
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QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

CHAIR:
John Bowman, Historian and Broadcaster

PANEL:
> Paul Gilligan, Board Member of the Children’s Rights

Alliance
> Sylda Langford, Director General, OMCYA
> Emily Logan, Ombudsman for Children
> Dermot McCarthy, Secretary General, Department of the

Taoiseach
> Justice Catherine McGuinness, President, Law Reform

Commission
> Seán Ó Foghlú, Assistant Secretary, Department of

Education and Science

The final session of the day followed the format of the
television programme Questions and Answers. Chaired by
John Bowman, who is also the chair of the television
programme, this session allowed delegates to put questions
to the panel and also to express their own view on the issue
they raised and the panel’s response to it.

The first question put to the panel was from Candy Murphy
of One Family: How do the panel think the aim of
eliminating child poverty can best be protected and
progressed given the current economic environment?

Paul Gilligan responded to this question by saying that it is
hard to see how this can be achieved in light of recent
budgetary cuts in areas that affect children and particularly
vulnerable children. Key agencies such as the St. Vincent de
Paul remain under-resourced. The Government appears to be
unconvinced of the long-term cost effectiveness of investing
in children and this is an issue that continuously needs to be
raised with them. Addressing child poverty is not necessarily
a very costly exercise.

In responding to the question on child poverty, Dermot
McCarthy identified a number of dimensions that need to be
taken into account to reflect the very exceptional budgetary
circumstances that we are now in. First, we need to focus
our expenditure and investment on what is essential and
defer what is not until another time. Second, we need to
focus on an evidentiary approach; we need evidence of what
works before we invest heavily in it. Third, we need to better
target and prioritise areas for investment. Finally, we need to
challenge those who have vested interests in investment one
way or another and challenge what is accepted as traditional
practice.

John Bowman commented that this was not a very targeted
answer and asked whether or not there are areas of
expenditure that should be sheltered and protected even in
recessionary times. Dermot McCarthy reiterated that it is
vital, in all areas, to establish what is essential and what can
be sustained and to cut in other areas. He agreed that the
points he made could be applied to many other areas but
that, in this case, he was making them in relation to children.

Justice McGuinness responded to the question posed, on the
elimination of child poverty, by stating that this is a very
laudable aim. Referring to earlier comments made by Ted
Lempert regarding widespread public support for measures
to improve the lives of children, the reality is that children do
not vote and few tax payers may agree to pay higher taxes to
eliminate child poverty. It is not sufficient to have political
and public good will towards the elimination of child poverty.
We must all be willing to make sacrifices to this end.

Seán Ó Foghlú stated that the education system has a very
central role to play in children’s lives but that they too are
facing the challenge of prioritising. Both primary and
secondary education play a role in social inclusion, but the
decision has been made to reduce additional funding to
social inclusion measures. What we need is to establish
whether or not the Delivering Equality of Opportunity in
Schools (DEIS) strategy is working and how initiatives can be
integrated to produce better results. We need to know if
the initiatives work in an agreed and effective way. In doing
this we will have to challenge the way the education system
is both seen and actually operates.

John Bowman asked Seán Ó Foghlú how we can go about
measuring effectiveness. Seán responded by saying that
effectiveness measures need to be in place from the start.
We need services to be holistically integrated in order to be
effective and that he is working with the OMCYA to progress
this work.

Sylda Langford replied to the question by pointing out that
there are two levels at play in the fight against child poverty.
The first is at the level of finance and money that families need
to stay out of poverty, the second is the services they need.
With regard to the former, we know that it is primarily
employment that keeps families out of poverty and we must
now be creative in how we get people back into jobs. This is
an essential strategy in preventing children from falling into
poverty in the first place. We also need to address the welfare
rates for those families in which adults cannot find work.

With regard to services, Sylda Langford said that most of our
revenue goes to pay people to provide services. We should
therefore ensure that these services are delivered in an
effective way. Civil servants and policy-makers are currently
programmed to work in a ‘silo’ framework, where they each
take care of their own patch. We need to challenge this and
move towards more integrated services. For example, if a
teacher is faced with an aggressive child who is at risk of
school drop out it is unlikely that the education system alone
can resolve this issue. But we are not good at working
together and, in the silo approach, effectiveness gets
sacrificed. When money is scarce, as it is now, we need to
know who we need to work with and partner to address
specific issues. The OMCYA is learning how to care about
other policy areas and what other Departments and agencies
are doing. This should eventually help deliver better services
to families. At the moment, a family in crisis may have no
key worker and may be faced with a number of professionals
and agencies coming at them. This is not only ineffective but
frightening for the families involved. Moving beyond the
silo approach takes huge effort but has to be the way
forward. John Bowman asked Sylda Langford if it is the
culture of the civil and public services to work through such a
silo approach, to which Sylda Langford replied that yes, this
is the current culture. When he went on to ask if this is
effective, Sylda replied that no, it is not.

Justice McGuinness added her support to Sylda Langford’s
comments from her experience of trying to bring about law
reform in the family arena. This has necessitated
involvement with many Departments, sections and offices.

Emily Logan agreed with Sylda Langford and Justice
McGuinness and said that investigating complaints from
children again requires engagement with an array of
Departments, offices etc. We need to recognise that children
are vulnerable and that this approach does little to help
them. With specific regard to child poverty, she said that
firstly we must face up to the fact that child poverty still
exists in Ireland. If we are to address this, we have to make
careful choices that do not fragment the services these
children and their families need.
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In response to the panel’s replies to her question, Candy
Murphy stated that up to one in ten children in Ireland lives
in consistent poverty and that this is likely to increase in the
current climate. In the short-term, the Government should
ring-fence and protect resources for vulnerable families and
children, including lone parent families. In the long-term, we
need to help the parents of these children to be financially
self-sufficient. In agreeing with Justice McGuinness’s
comments, Candy Murphy said that it is time for us to put
our money where our mouth is.

A delegate from the INTO stated that it is essential we realise
that our children are our greatest asset and that we should
think of financial matters in terms of investment in them,
rather than expenditure on them. He suggested that we
examine the Nordic model of investment in children and
accept that this will come at a cost. We need to pay fairer
rates of tax to avoid child poverty and deprivation.

The second question came from Mary O’Connor of Children
in Hospital: In light of the UN Convention on the Rights of
the Child, which identifies children as being under 18 years
of age, does the panel have an opinion regarding the cut-off
point of admission to children’s wards on a child’s sixteenth
birthday?

Emily Logan responded to this question by stating that
simply attaining the age of 16 is a callous and cruel way of
moving children to adult services and is a symptom of vested
interests in paediatric services. Adult services are not
appropriate for many children at that age, particularly those
with chronic illnesses. She noted, however, that institutions
differ in this practice.

Paul Gilligan referred to the Mental Health Act in which the
age of majority is 18 years. Therefore this practice of moving
16 year olds to adult services is inconsistent with the law in
this area. There is, in fact, a move to increase the age of
majority to 20 or 21 in relation to mental health services.
In addition, as health insurers define children as those aged
under 18 years, there is no rationale for this practice.
However, Paul suggested that there is a need to rename
children’s services in order to make them more acceptable to

adolescents. While some clinical discretion in individual cases
needs to be allowed, in general, adolescents need different
types of services, facilities and treatments to young children
and adults. What is needed is a seamless continuum of care,
but this is hampered by the different regulations used by the
HSE and health insurers.

Mary O’Connor stated that as the UNCRC and our own laws
determine that a child is a person aged up to 18 years, this
practice of moving 16 year olds to adult facilities makes no
sense at all. She also said that this inconsistency needs to be
addressed, especially in light of a new paediatric hospital
being planned. This is the time to start talking about the
issue, while it is still in the planning phase.

The third question put to the panel came from Rachel
Kiersey: The Office of the Ombudsman for Children has
been operating for five years now, what difference has the
Office made during that time to children?

Emily Logan, Ombudsman for Children, responded by saying
that her Office had made significant differences in two areas.
The first of these is in providing children with an authority to
which they can complain and have this complaint taken
seriously. The number of complaints investigated has
increased significantly since the Office opened and includes
complaints in the areas of education, health and justice. A
new area that is currently emerging is that of complaints
received from children in detention. Although the Office is
beginning to see outcomes in this area, the process of
dealing with complaints is still developing. In addition to
providing families and children with good outcomes from
the complaints process, the Office has also chosen a number
of policy related cases that will help in securing policy and
systemic change. The second area in which the Office has
had a significant role is promoting constitutional change that
will provide a strong legislative basis for children’s rights.

Seán Ó Foghlú stated that his Department receives a lot of
queries from the Ombudsman’s Office and these help him
and his colleagues to identify areas in which children are
experiencing difficulties and provides them with a different
perspective on issues. For example, the review of the school
transport system undertaken by the Ombudsman’s Office was
very useful in providing a different viewpoint and challenged
his department on the appeals mechanism currently
operating under the system.

Rachel Kiersey who posed the question expressed the view
that the Ombudsman’s Office needs a higher profile
regarding her role in promoting the UNCRC.

Jeanne Moore of the National Economic and Social Forum
(NESF) posed the fourth question of the session: Children
have a right to reach their full educational potential, but
that 1 in 10 leaves school with literacy difficulties, and this
rises to 1 in 3 in disadvantaged communities. How can we
tackle this in the current economic climate?

Sylda Langford stated that the first thing we need to know is
who has literacy problems and why. Education can only be
benefited from if the child comes from a supportive family
where reading and writing are valued as skills. If not, then
we need to think about how we address such deficiencies
and this requires us to broaden our concern to tackling the
root causes of illiteracy. For many children coming from
disadvantaged backgrounds, literacy interventions need to
be in place before they start primary school. This is because
learning to read and write is not supported in the home and
is alien to the children. Schools showing poor literacy results
should know the reasons for this.
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Seán Ó Foghlú responded by asking how small should the
target group for our attention be? At the moment, the DEIS
Programme operates in approximately one quarter of schools
– should we look at more schools or fewer? We know that
we have to work with families and parents and try to do this
through initiatives such as the Home-School-Community
Liaison Scheme and the School Completion Programme. But
what we need is evidence of what works and what doesn’t.
Evaluations of initiatives and programmes are needed to
prevent the wasting of scarce resources in the future.

John Bowman raised the concern that it is difficult to
withdraw resources from disadvantaged schools or initiatives
to help children once they have been introduced. Seán Ó
Foghlú agreed that this is a challenge but asked if investing
heavily in schools, where children are already
under-performing, is in fact rewarding under-achievement
by the schools?

Dermot McCarthy said that times of crisis, such as the
recession we are now experiencing, can bring about change
and a re-assessment of priorities. However, literacy must
remain on the top of the priority list. He acknowledged that
there are many questions surrounding the issue of literacy
and how to address it, but that it is essential to know what
works best and for whom.

Justice McGuinness responded to this by voicing her concern
over the amount of research and evidence that is apparently
needed before decisions and investments can be made.
The problem is that while all of this is being amassed,
children grow up in the absence of services. Not knowing
what works best in every scenario cannot be used as an
excuse to do nothing.

John Bowman suggested that, while the Government is very
good at signing up to agreements, they are not as good at
their implementation. He noted that the Government was
awarded a ‘D’ grade in the Alliance’s recent Report Card
2009. Dermot McCarthy responded by saying that redefining
what is essential is an important part of budgeting in a
recession. He said that the Report Card’s critique is
well-founded and that this adds impetus to the sense of
urgency that is required. He also asked where responsibility
for implementation lies. In his opinion, this is across the
system of policy and practice. John Bowman responded again
by asking if it is a case of the pubic being in complaint mode,
with the Government being asked to remedy all of the
problems. Dermot McCarthy said that it is possible that the
Government feels that they are being held responsible for
finding all of the remedies, but implementation of policy and
strategies relies on a wide range of actors.

Seán Ó Foghlú responded to Justice McGuinness’s comments
by claiming that it is unfair to say that all we are doing is
research and analysing everything, while doing nothing. We
need to know what works. He agreed with Dermot
McCarthy that the implementation of policy spans a number
of actors. For example, the Alliance’s Report Card 2009
awarded the Government a low grade in relation to school
attendance figures. But we need to know what school
attendance is about and the many factors that influence it,
including the schools, family background, the availability of
additional services etc. Not all of these are within the remit
of the National Education and Welfare Board and
engagement by, and with other, actors is necessary.
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Paul Gilligan made a number of comments in support of the
grade awarded by the Report Card 2009 to school
attendance. While there are some measures to support
school attendance, the Back-to-School grant is not adequate,
enrolment and access to school by minorities is low, and
there is a need for more educational and psychological
assessments. He said that we all know the factors underlying
children’s poor attendance at school and the relationship
between this and literacy. Voluntary agencies have and
continue to help address this issue but investment by the
Government and breaking down of the silo approach to
education is necessary.

The final question of the day was put to the panel by Deirdre
Mortell of the One Foundation: Does the panel think that
the Government has the stomach to insert children’s rights
into the Constitution?

Justice McGuinness stated that her views on the issue are
well known and that she has expressed for a long time the
importance of inserting children’s rights into the
Constitution.

Seán Ó Foghlú stated that his focus is on what we already
have in operation on the ground to support children.
However, he is happy to support whatever decision is made
by the Government on this issue.

Emily Logan said that there is a shift in political will towards
the holding of a referendum but that there are a number of
obstacles to this. The Oireachtas Committee has been
meeting since 2007 to consider this very complex issue.
While people were loathed to learn about the Kilkenny
Incest Inquiry in the 1990s, the recent case of abuse in
Roscommon has brought the need to protect children back
to the forefront of the public’s mind. In the holding of a
referendum it is important that the public are made aware
of the implications of constitutional change.

Paul Gilligan stated clearly that he believed that the time for
a debate on whether or not to hold a referendum on
children’s rights is over and that we need to move ahead on
this now. The lack of political appetite for such a
referendum is merely a by-product of the defeat of the
Lisbon Treaty. If we do not progress this issue now then we
will miss out on a golden opportunity in the fight for
children’s rights.

Dermot McCarthy stated that he could not comment on
either the politics or the substance of this issue. However, he
went on to say that the Government will only hold a
referendum, any referendum, when there is a real possibility
that it will be passed. At the moment it is not clear if this is
the case in relation to children’s rights.

Sylda Langford responded by saying that what is at issue
here is that, under the Constitution, children have rights but
parents have inalienable rights that trump those of the child.
She believes that a referendum will be held, but that the
issues involved are complex and complicated and there is a
need for greater clarity on the issues involved. In the end, it
is up to the people to make a decision on whether or not the
Constitution should be changed. In any event, the State will
have to act in accordance with the laws of natural justice.

CLOSING

The symposium was closed by Nóirín Hayes, Chair of the
Children’s Rights Alliance, who summarised some of the main
themes and messages to emerge from the day. It is evident
that we need to know what we are talking about when
discussing children’s rights, what this means in law and what
is lived and felt by children themselves. Children get only
one shot at childhood and delaying their development is not
an option that any of us can afford. In light of this, we need
to enhance and improve on what we know that works and
what does not work. We need to change the hearts and
minds of those with the power to implement positive
change. She reminded delegates that Ireland’s next report to
the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child is due this year.
In closing, Nóirín Hayes thanked all of the delegates and
speakers for their attendance and participation in what had
been an important and memorable event.
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With the support of the

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 more information about the Alliance,
please go to: www.childrensrights.ie




