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Meeting Children’s Needs, Safeguarding Children’s Rights 
By Raymond Dooley, Chief Executive, Children’s Rights Alliance 
 
Since its adoption by the UN General Assembly in 1989, the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child has become the most ratified human rights treaty in history.  Only Somalia and 
the United States have withheld their support for what many believe is the most advanced 
and comprehensive rights instrument ever agreed. 
 
The Convention identifies and asserts the civil, political, social, cultural and economic 
rights of all persons below the age of 18.  Four basic principles inform the Convention: 
the right to survival and development; respect for the best interests of the child; the right 
to be heard; and the right of all children to enjoy all of the Convention’s rights without 
discrimination. Remarkable in its scope, the Convention sets forth a detailed list of  
children’s rights including the right of all children to an adequate standard of living, to 
education, to the best attainable health care, to protection from all forms of abuse, neglect 
and exploitation, including sexual and economic,  and to freedom of thought, conscience 
and religion.  The Convention also establishes the obligation of ratifying States to uphold 
and enforce all the stipulated rights, and to take all steps necessary toward that end.   
 
While the Convention has been embraced by the nations of the world, its actual 
implementation over the past eleven years has been at best uneven.  According to the UN 
Committee on the Rights of the Child, the General Assembly-elected body with 
responsibility for monitoring and promoting the implementation of the Convention, a key 
factor contributing to the slow pace has been the failure of governments to establish 
comprehensive national strategies and action plans to ensure full adherence to the rights 
and obligations detailed in the Convention.  Without such plans, progress has been  
predictably piecemeal and lacking in coherence, often foundering due to a lack of 
coordination or a clear understanding of the roles and responsibilities of the relevant 
statutory bodies. 
 
In the recommendations issued by the Committee upon the completion of its periodic 
national performance reviews, the UN monitoring group has repeatedly called upon 
nations, including Ireland, to draft, adopt and implement such plans and to incorporate 
specific goals, measures and timetables in their design.  Following the January 1998 
hearing on Ireland’s record with respect to children’s rights, the Committee published its 
Concluding Observations and noted as its first point of concern that “there is no 
comprehensive national policy which fully incorporates the principles and provisions of 
the Convention”.  Accordingly, the Committee went on to recommend that Ireland “adopt 
a comprehensive National Strategy for Children, incorporating the principles and 
provisions of the Convention in a systematic manner in the designing of all its policies 
and programmes” and “concentrate in a single body the mandate to coordinate and make 
the appropriate decisions to protect the rights of the child.” Other recommendations of the 
Committee included establishing an Office of Ombudsman for Children, intensifying 
efforts to eliminate child poverty, promoting awareness of children’s rights, and 
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incorporating the provisions of the Convention into the Irish Constitution and domestic 
law generally.   
 
 
Seen in this light and in the context of a broad, international movement to advance the 
best interests of children and to secure compliance with the treaty that underpins their 
rights, the importance and potential of the National Children’s Strategy launched in 
November becomes more evident. 
 
But does the Strategy actually meet the standard suggested for it?  Is the National 
Strategy a framework for fundamental change? Is it an instrument for safeguarding the 
rights and meeting the needs of all children? Would its implementation make a 
significant difference in the lives of Ireland’s children? 
 
To answer those questions we need to briefly review a sampling of the Strategy’s major 
commitments and some of the key steps to be taken in relation to those commitments:   
 
Eliminating Child Poverty.  “Children will be provided with the financial supports 
necessary to eliminate child poverty… Targets for the elimination of child poverty will 
be set under the National Anti-Poverty Strategy”.  Child Benefit will be increased over 
the next three years; assistance to the long-term unemployed and socially excluded will 
be increased; targeted support will be provided to single-parent families.  
 
Housing.  “Children will have access to accommodation appropriate to their needs.”  A 
plan for addressing youth homelessness will be adopted and measures to eliminate youth 
homelessness will be fast-tracked. 
 
Education.  Every child will be provided “with an education suitable to their needs.”  
1,100 primary and 1,400 post-primary teaching posts will be added during the period 
2000-2002 and the £194 million plan to tackle educational disadvantage will be 
implemented during this timeframe.  Initiatives to combat early school leaving will be 
extended; a National Educational Psychological Service will be provided to all schools; 
and measures will be taken “to ensure that children have the necessary numeracy and 
literacy skills when leaving school”.  
 
Childcare.  “Early education and child development programmes will be developed to 
meet the needs of all children”.  A framework will be developed to address certification 
and accreditation for the childcare sector.  County and City childcare committees will be 
established; continued investment will be made in the supply of childcare places; and 
support will be provided “to parents to reconcile their work and family lives.”    
 
Child Labour.  Measures to ensure that part-time work does not interfere with education 
will be taken.  The enforcement of the Protection of Young Persons (Employment) Act, 
1996 will be reviewed for its effectiveness. 
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Children with Disability.  “Children with a disability will be entitled to the services they 
need to reach their full potential.”  Supports will be developed to enable children with 
disabilities to obtain a quality education.  Access to services will be promoted, more 
effective early intervention and respite services will be developed, and transport, aids and 
appliances will be provided.  The feasibility of a “cost of disability payment” will be 
examined and a Disabilities Bill will be published in 2001. 
 
Children in Crisis.   More structured programmes based on individual case plans will be 
introduced for the identification, assessment and management of children with emotional 
and behavioural difficulties.  The new Child Impact Statements to be required of 
government departments will give special attention to “particularly vulnerable children”.  
“Additional care and support services…will be put in place.” Staff will be supported, 
trained and have skilled supervision; there will be “more investment in staff training.”  
Additional resources required to implement the Children Bill will be provided, including 
“teaching posts, nurses, child psychologists, psychiatric supports”.   
 
Play, Recreation, Sport and Cultural Activities.  A National Play and Recreation 
Policy will be developed; each local authority will designate an officer with responsibility 
for developing play and recreation activity.  Investment in developing play, sport, 
recreation and cultural activities will be a first-year priority of the Strategy. 
 
Diversity.  “Children will be educated…to value social and cultural diversity so that all 
children including Travellers and other marginalised groups achieve their full potential.”  
Research will be conducted into the needs of refugee children.  “Unaccompanied children 
seeking refugee status will be treated in accordance with best international practice, 
including the provision of a designated social worker and Guardian-ad-litem.”  An anti-
racism public awareness campaign will be launched and targeted in part to children. 
 
Children in Care.  The Irish Social Services Inspectorate will be expanded; physical and 
environmental improvements to children’s homes will be made.  Foster care will be 
expanded and legislation regarding the protection of children in adoption will be 
introduced.  A “major review of the residential services…will now be undertaken.” 
   
Protection from Abuse and Exploitation.  “Children will be safeguarded to enjoy their 
childhood free from all forms of abuse and exploitation.”  The Government will develop 
a National Action Plan to combat the commercial sexual exploitation of children; and 
family support services aimed at the prevention and early identification of child neglect, 
abuse and exploitation will be expanded. 
 
Children’s Health.   “Children’s waiting lists are to be specially targeted, including 
waiting times for ENT, cardiac and orthodontic procedures.”  A programme will be 
provided for 12-18 year olds addressing mental and emotional health, chronic illness, 
accidents and injuries, children at risk, coordination of medical services and meeting 
childhood immunisation targets. 
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Giving Children a Voice. “Children will have a voice in all matters that affect them”. To 
meet this goal an Office of Ombudsman for Children will be established; children’s 
views will be represented in various national and local fora; a Dáil na nÓg will be 
created; and a formal system of representation and complaints will be put in place to 
ensure that the voices of children in care are heard.    
 
Ombudsman for Children.  An independent Office of Ombudsman for Children will be 
established with responsibilities to promote the welfare and rights of children generally, 
to investigate complaints, to consult children, and to advise the government on issues of 
importance to children.  The Ombudsman will also publish an annual report and help 
promote awareness of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
   
Minister for Children and Cabinet Sub-Committee.  A Minister of State, to be known 
as the Minister for Children, will have overall responsibility for coordinating children’s 
policy and for implementation of the Strategy and will drive its cross-departmental 
agenda. The Minister will report to a Cabinet Sub-Committee established to oversee the 
Strategy and to facilitate effective cooperation among government departments and 
integration of the Strategy into their work.  The Sub-Committee will be chaired by the 
Taoiseach and “will bring the relevant Ministers together”.   
 
National Children’s Office.  A National Children’s Office will be established to support 
the implementation of the Strategy.  Among its responsibilities will be to ensure inter-
departmental cooperation; to review and make recommendations regarding the current 
distribution of responsibilities for children’s policy among government departments; to 
prepare an annual work programme to translate the Strategy’s goals and objectives into 
detailed action plans; to monitor the Strategy’s implementation in departments and public 
bodies; and to prepare six-month progress reports.  
 
Children’s Advisory Council.   A National Children’s Advisory Council will be 
established and will include representatives of children, the social partners, and the 
research community.  The Council will have an independent monitoring and advisory 
role regarding the Strategy, and will advise the Minister on all aspects of children’s lives 
including all matters relating to the implementation of the Strategy. 
 
Setting Targets and Reviewing Implementation.  In addition to the actions referenced 
elsewhere, the Strategy states that “specific targets will be set and progress will be built 
on year by year.”  The Minister for Children will convene an international panel every 
three years to undertake an independent review of progress towards implementing the 
Strategy. 
 
Child Well-being Indicators.  Key indicators of children’s well-being will be developed 
to determine the Strategy’s effectiveness and impact over time.  
 
National Longitudinal Study.  A National Longitudinal Study will be established to 
identify the key factors that most help or hinder children’s development. 
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Child Impact Statements.  Government departments will be required to identify the 
impact of their policies on children, with particular attention to be paid to the impact on 
vulnerable or disadvantaged children. 
 
State of the Nation’s Children Report.  Every two years a report will be published 
detailing the state of children in Ireland.  The Report is intended to serve as both “a 
general source of information and a report on the progress in achieving the Goals of the 
Strategy.” 
 
Research Dissemination Unit.  A National Children’s Research Dissemination Unit will 
be established to promote, gather together and disseminate research on children in Ireland 
with the aim of providing information to the widest possible audience, including 
policymakers, the voluntary sector, operational managers and staff in the services. 
 
Promoting Awareness of Children’s Rights.  The Strategy seeks “to ensure that 
children are made aware of their rights and responsibilities.”  For adults working with 
children,  “professional training courses will be developed for key staff to equip them to 
operate and support children’s participation.” 
 
Incorporating Children’s Rights in the Constitution and Irish Domestic Law.  
Recognising the recommendation of the Constitution Review Group “to provide an 
express guarantee of certain…children’s rights deriving from the UN Convention”, the 
Strategy states the Government’s request that the All Party Oireachtas Committee on the 
Constitution “prioritise its consideration of…the constitutional underpinning 
of…children’s rights”.  With respect to statutory actions, the Strategy makes numerous 
commitments, including the following:  Enactment of the Children Bill, 1999 and the Sex 
Offenders Bill, 2000 will be prioritised; a Disabilities Bill will be published; the Children 
Bill, 1999 will be monitored over time and, if necessary, amended; the Maternity 
Protection Act, 1994 will be amended to provide for additional maternity leave; the 
Parental Leave Act, 1998 will be reviewed; a Bill to implement the Hague Convention on 
the Protection of Children will be published; domestic adoption law will be reviewed; 
legislation will be introduced to establish the Money Advice and Budgeting Service; 
legislation to provide for the right to birth information will be introduced; the Teaching 
Council Bill will be enacted; the enforcement of the Protection of Young Persons 
(Employment) Act, 1996 will be reviewed; and the Family Mediation Service will be 
established on a statutory basis. 
 
The above list is meant to be illustrative.  Commitments and action plans in key areas 
such as the environment, family support and juvenile justice, for example, have not been 
included. 
 
Still, in answer to the earlier questions, this partial review makes it clear that the 
Strategy’s specific commitments constitute a framework for fundamental change and, if 
implemented, would make a significant difference in the lives of Ireland’s children.  The 
fact that in many instances the objectives and plans are not accompanied by specific 
timetables for action does not materially alter the commitments themselves.  The Strategy 
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provides for action plans (and progress reports) to be drawn up by the National 
Children’s Office and for monitoring mechanisms to be established including a National 
Children’s Advisory Council and an international review panel.  The challenge now is to 
ensure that the momentum around the Strategy not be allowed to dissipate and that the 
level of expectation regarding what might be achieved through the Strategy not be 
incrementally reduced.  With the public purse still healthy and the nation’s political 
parties in a competition to be seen as the most committed to social justice, the current 
combination of economic and political conditions could hardly be more favourable. We 
must ensure that these factors serve to promote action across the board consistent with the 
plans and commitments outlined in the Strategy.   
 
In the National Children’s Strategy, the Government calls for the “fullest collaboration  
and cooperation between government departments, the statutory and voluntary agencies 
and the research community” to meet the goals of the Strategy.  The Children’s Rights 
Alliance promises its continued cooperation and assistance to ensure that the potential of 
the National Children’s Strategy to meet children’s needs, to safeguard their rights and to 
serve as an instrument of change is fully realised. 
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