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27 May 2002 
 
Bertie Ahern, T.D. 
An Taoiseach 
Department of An Taoiseach 
Government Buildings 
Upper Merrion Street 
Dublin 2 

Dear Taoiseach, 

On behalf of the member organisations and staff of the Children’s Rights Alliance, 
congratulations on your re-election and return to Government following your party’s 
successful General Election campaign. 

As you finalise plans and preparations for Ireland’s next Programme for Government, the 
Alliance would urge you to put children first on your agenda and to give their rights and 
welfare the priority they need and deserve. 

In the days and weeks ahead, we will be raising with you and your colleagues in Government 
a number of legislative, programmatic and budgetary proposals that would serve to advance 
and safeguard the rights of children in Ireland. These will include steps designed to realise 
improvements in children’s health; protection for those at-risk of abuse and exploitation; 
implementation of the National Children’s Strategy and the UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Child; and achievement by 2007 of the goal and commitment made in both the National 
Children’s Strategy and the revised National Anti-Poverty Strategy launched earlier this year 
– the elimination of child poverty. 

Before addressing those measures, each of which will require significant expenditures, we 
would like to propose five important actions that could be taken immediately by Government 
to protect and promote the rights of children without the allocation of additional public 
resources: 

1. Make the appointment of Ireland’s first Ombudsman for Children subject to an 

open, transparent and consultative process. Passage of legislation establishing the 
Office of Ombudsman for Children is a major development for all children and a big 
step forward in the effort to promote and protect the rights and welfare of children in 
Ireland. To ensure that the potential of the legislation is fully realised and that 
children will have a strong, independent ally to champion their interests, we urge 
that the position of Ombudsman for Children be publicly advertised and that the 
selection process involve children and those working in the NGO sector to promote 
and protect children’s rights. We believe that the best interests of children would be 
served by a recruitment process that encouraged applications and identified the most 
qualified candidates for the position. Such an approach would also be consistent with 
the UN’s Paris Principles, the UN’s Handbook on National Human Rights 
Institutions and the guidelines of the European Network of Ombudsmen for 
Children which emphasise independence and recommend in relation to key 
personnel appointments that “the process should be transparent, as far as possible 
independent of government…and it should involve independent bodies including 
NGOs concerned with the human rights of children.” 



2. Establish an expert panel to review the alarming incidence of child deaths 
resulting from violent assaults. In the past two years there have been at least 21 
instances of fatal abuse of children in Ireland. To determine what steps might be 
taken to reverse this trend, we would urge the empanelling of a Child Death Review 
Committee to examine the circumstances surrounding these deaths and to make 
recommendations for policies and practices that would help prevent such tragedies 
in the future. As the American Academy of Pediatrics has noted in its 
recommendations regarding child death review teams, “the lack of adequate 
investigations of infant and child deaths allow flawed systems to continue and are an 
impediment to preventing…the death of other children at-risk.” 

3. Insist that the views of children be heard and understood by members of your 
Cabinet and senior Government officials prior to the adoption of public policies 
and programs affecting children. Under the UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child, children have a right to have their views heard on matters affecting them and 
to have their views given due weight in accordance with their age and maturity. This 
right is reflected admirably in the first National Goal of the National Children’s 
Strategy which provides that children will have a voice in matters that affect them. 
Minister for Children Mary Hanafin and the National Children’s Office have taken 
important steps in support of this goal, but much more needs to be done at all levels 
of government to ensure meaningful participation by children. Consultation with 
children and young people needs to become a central element of all public 
consultations regarding policies and plans that affect children. To achieve this 
objective, we would urge you to require members of your Cabinet and senior 
Government officials to hear and understand the views of children before adopting 
or initiating any public policies or programs affecting children. 

4. Stop the development of the new children’s prison and redirect resources into the 
provision of services and Special Care Units promised in the National Children’s 

Strategy and the Children’s Act, 2001. The proposed opening of a prison wing for 14 
and 15 year-old children at St. Patrick’s Institution is inconsistent with the Children 
Act 2001, the National Children’s Strategy, the UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child and runs contrary to modern principles governing juvenile justice policy. St. 
Patrick’s is not a suitable facility for children. Prison officers are not child care or 
social workers. It is a mistake to expend substantial public resources on inappropriate 
and futile training programmes when the same resources could be devoted to hiring 
professional child care workers and to opening and adequately staffing facilities 
appropriate for children. The lack of Special Care Units for children with severe 
behavioural problems, for example, means that up to 40% of the places at Oberstown 
and Trinity House detention schools are at times occupied by children who have 
committed no offences, thereby creating a knock-on effect throughout the entire 
juvenile justice system. This is clearly an intolerable situation from both a children’s 
rights and public safety standpoint, and opening a costly new children’s prison will 
only serve to exacerbate it. 

5. Incorporate into Irish law the principles and provisions of the UN Convention on 
the Rights of the Child. The Constitution Review Group recommended in 1996 that 
the Constitution be amended to provide express guarantees of certain children’s 
rights stipulated by the Convention but not already included in Ireland’s 
Constitution. Among the provisions they recommended for inclusion is Article 3 of 
the Convention, which states that “In all actions concerning children, whether 
undertaken by public or private social welfare institutions, courts of law, 
administrative authorities or legislative bodies, the best interests of the child shall be 
a primary consideration.” In 1998, the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child 
urged Ireland to accelerate implementation of these recommendations and to 



incorporate the Convention into Irish domestic law. We would ask that you formally 
request the next All Party Oireachtas Committee on the Constitution to give the 
highest priority to the Constitutional underpinning of children’s rights and that you 
introduce legislation at the earliest opportunity to incorporate into Irish law those 
provisions of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child not addressed at the 
Constitutional level.  

Each of these steps would make a significant contribution to the rights and welfare of 
children in Ireland. Taken together, they would send a powerful and unmistakable signal that 
children’s rights and needs will be given the highest priority by the incoming Government. 

Thank you for your consideration of these matters. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
Raymond Dooley 
Chief Executive 

 


