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Children's Rights Alliance calls for 'NO' vote on 

Citizenship Referendum, says passage a 
regressive step and not in the best interests of 

children 
  
The Children's Rights Alliance today announced its opposition to the 
citizenship referendum on the grounds that its passage would be a regressive 
step for children's rights and not in the best interests of children.  The Alliance 
urged voters to cast a 'NO' vote on the proposed Constitutional amendment 
on Election Day, June 11. 
  
"This is a referendum on the rights of children," said Ray Dooley, Chief 
Executive of the Alliance, a coalition of 78 Irish NGOs concerned with the 
rights and welfare of children in Ireland. "We can speculate about its possible 
consequences on immigration levels and other matters, but what we do know 
for certain is that, if passed, it will place some children in a separate class, 
and those children will not have the same status and rights as other children." 
  
"We are deeply concerned about the referendum's implications for children," 
said Owen Keenan, Chief Executive of Barnardos. "We are not satisfied with 
the explanations offered by Government spokespersons and believe that it is 
fundamentally unsound to hold the referendum at this time.  There is no 
indication that any child impact review has been undertaken in relation to the 
referendum, despite the fact that Government policy, specifically the National 
Children's Strategy, obliges the Government to do so before taking any major 
decision or action with significant consequences for children." 
 
"Since 1996, the Alliance has called for Constitutional change to ensure that 
children's rights are adequately protected in the Irish Constitution," said long-
time children's campaigner and Alliance Executive Committee member Fr. 
Peter McVerry, S.J.  "These progressive changes were first recommended as 
a matter of great urgency by Justice Catherine McGuinness following the 
Kilkenny incest investigation, and then by the Constitution Review Group, 
who stressed the need to address omissions and weaknesses in the 
Constitution in relation to children's fundamental rights.  Eight years later 
those proposals to strengthen children's rights remain pending, in 
theory under the review of the All-Party Oireachtas Committee on the 
Constitution. 
  
"In stark contrast to such delays and inaction is the treatment being accorded 
to a referendum which, though it would weaken rather than strengthen 
children's rights, is nevertheless put on the fastest possible track with virtually 



no time to research, evaluate, debate or consider the full implications of the 
proposed Constitutional amendment," said McVerry. 
  
"The referendum is not consistent with the Articles and principles of the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, including those concerning non-
discrimination and best interests of the child," said barrister Teresa Blake, 
who specializes in human rights and family law.  "Article 3 of the Convention 
provides that the best interests of the child will be a primary consideration in 
any actions or decisions taken on matters that affect children.  Article 2 
requires that State Parties respect and safeguard all of the Convention's rights 
without discrimination of any kind. There is no indication that any 
consideration whatsoever has been given to either of these fundamental 
provisions. The referendum will impact disproportionately on children of ethnic 
and racial minorities, as well as on those in lower-income households.  Given 
the reductive impact passage of the referendum would have on the rights of 
non-citizen children, it is difficult to understand how it might be said to be in 
their 'best interests'. 
  
"The rights and entitlements of non-citizen children will be placed in jeopardy 
by passage of this Constitutional amendment, to an extent that remains 
unclear," said Dooley.  “Since it will be up to the Oireachtas to determine the 
level of entitlements and benefits to be made available, non-citizen 
children could easily find themselves grouped with those who are currently 
experiencing the restriction, rollback and denial of many existing entitlements 
and benefits.  Where this will ultimately lead cannot be predicted with any 
certainty, but if the recent past is prologue, the future does not bode well for 
non-citizen children in Ireland.”   
 
"If we are being asked to believe that no children will find their status 
diminished or their rights and entitlements weakened, and that the 
Government will treat all children equally, what are we to make of the denial of 
Child Benefit and One Parent Family Payment to asylum-seeking children?" 
asked Joan Roddy, Director of the Refugee Project of the Irish Commision on 
Justice and Peace. 
 
Geraldine Graydon of the National Parents Council (Primary) noted that, "The 
Government should put a Constitutional amendment to the public for a vote, 
but not this one.  The current proposed amendment which would weaken 
children's rights should be replaced by the Constitutional amendment 
recommended by the Constitution Review Group years ago to strengthen 
children's rights by making children's best interests, in all actions taken that 
affect children, the paramount consideration" 
 
 The Children's Rights Alliance is a coalition of 78 non-governmental 
organisations concerned with the rights and needs of children.  The Alliance 
works to secure the full implementation in Ireland of the principles and 
provisions of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
  
 For more information, contact: Sarah Benson 087 927 3542, 
sarah@cra.iol.ie  


