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Executive Summary 

The Civil Society Stakeholders Consultation event was held in June 2021 and was organised 

by the Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth and the Children 

Rights Alliance. It was designed to gather the views of civil society stakeholders on where 

Ireland could improve its implementation of the UNCRC. There were 100 participants from a 

wide range of civil society stakeholder groups at the event. Participants took part in nine 

thematic break out groups. Key issues raised in the break out groups were summarised and 

presented to all participants in a plenary session. A discussion then took place between 

panel members on the issues raised and discussed some ways forward (see list below).  

Whilst acknowledging progress made in implementing children’s rights under the UN 

Convention, participants raised a number of points and made several recommendations:  

• Data needs to be collected, disaggregated and made available more quickly to help with 

policy implementation and monitoring. 
• The effects of COVID-19 have been dramatic and caused some reduction in services. It 

may have exacerbated a number of issues and problems for children in the Traveller 

Roma communities and children with disabilities. 
• Ireland is good at consultations and developing plans but needs to ensure the 

implementation and resourcing of these plans. Consideration should be given to how to 

drive implementation of issues such as actions to reduce child poverty across 

government (e.g. setting up specific units) as well as commencing Acts and strategies 

that were adopted but not implemented. 

• Education is a critical issue that was brought up in the context of nearly all themes. 

Particular issues were the delivery of sex and relationship education, the divestment of 

religious patronage of certain schools and education about digital safety and literacy. 

Concerns were raised about the use of reduced timetables in relation to vulnerable 

groups (children with a disability, with a migrant background and ethnic minorities) and 

the views of children not being sought out in relation to school closures and the 

subsequent re-opening of schools. 
• Availability and quality of housing is a serious issue especially for children in 

marginalised groups. In addition to the introduction of measures to tackle the shortage 

of available housing, it was recommended that a specialised agency be created to 

ensure the provision of appropriate accommodation for the Traveller Community. 

• Disability issues are not confined to health and education areas but encompass all areas of 

life. There was a call to set out a vision for children with disabilities and tackle issues on 

assessment, availability of supports and better plan a child with disabilities’ schooling. 
• Further resources and attention are needed on preventing as well as responding to child 

abuse and neglect and violence affecting children. Issues related to the use of kinship 

care, the establishment of a guardianship register and foster care supports should be 

examined and then addressed. 
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• Children and young people continue to face problems accessing mental health supports 

including receiving treatment in adult facilities in some cases or 16 and 17 year olds not 

having the ability to give their consent for mental health treatment.  
• Improvements are required for children to be able to access special care facilities in 

Ireland more easily and better provision of follow-on step down care should be a 

priority. 
• The age of criminal responsibility is still too low and should be raised while children are 

often not recognised as victims in domestic violence situations. Furthermore, children 

are not taken into consideration adequately when family members are given custodial 

sentences or are in prison.  
• There is a need for increased supports to support online and digital education along with 

greater awareness of digital equality issues.  
• Concerns were raised about the well-being of children poor self-concept reported by 

children, as outlined in a recent report by the Growing Up in Ireland study, a national 

longitudinal study of children.   
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Event Schedule 

Time Event 

10.00 – 
10.15 

Welcome and Opening speeches 
Minister for Children, Equality, Disability, Integration Youth, Roderic O’Gorman, TD 
 
Conor Rowley, Assistant Secretary General, Child Policy and Tusla Division, DCEDIY 
(MC) 
 

10:15 – 
11:05 

Breakout groups 

1. Health  

2. Education including early learning and care  

3. Child poverty and housing  

4. Family justice and alternative care  

5. Child safety and welfare including online safety  

6. Young people as perpetrators and victims of crime  

7. Disability  

8. Migrants and ethnic minorities  

9. Play, leisure, cultural and civil participation  

11:05 – 
11:20 

Break 

11:20 – 
11:45 

Reporting back from break out groups 

11:45 – 
12:30 

Panel Discussion 

 Sinéad Gibney, Chief Commissioner, Irish Human Rights and Equality 
Commission 

 Tanya Ward, Chief Executive, Children’s Rights Alliance 

 Conor O’Mahony, Special Rapporteur on Child Protection  

 Karen McAuley, Head of Policy, Ombudsman for Children’s Office  

12:30  Close 
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Minister O’Gorman Welcome Remarks 

The event commenced at 10am when the Minister for Children, Equality, Disability, 

Integration and Youth, Roderic O’Gorman, TD, opened the consultation event and 

welcomed all the participants. A copy of Minister O’Gorman’s speech is included below for 

reference:  

 

Introduction  

It is my pleasure to welcome you all today and speak to the Department’s continuing 

commitment to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and our plans to report on its 

status within Ireland. The convention was adopted over 31 years ago and remains a critical 

benchmark in the global effort to promote and protect children’s rights. Our colleagues 

across Government are working to address the recommendations and issues raised by the 

Committee on the Rights of the Child while also building on our successes, ensuring that the 

next reporting period is transparent, solution-focussed and accountable. The importance of 

child-centred policies and protections represent a core value in society where children can 

flourish and see a brighter future. There is no doubt that we must work towards ensuring 

this future and empower children to voice what kind of future they want. 

Despite the challenges faced by children today - many historic and some newly emerged - we 

remain committed to the vision set out in ‘Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures’ an Ireland 

where the rights of children are respected, protected and fulfilled. This pandemic has 

informed new and innovative ways of thinking about how we support children’s rights. I 

want to thank you for the tireless efforts your organisations have made to support the 

realisation of children’s rights during the last extremely challenging year.    

 

Our Achievements  

It is worth mentioning the numerous positive advances that have been made since we 

received the last set of concluding observations from the Committee on the Rights of the 

Child: 
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1. On recommendation 26, the passing of the Domestic Violence Act 2018 repealed the 

legislative provisions that allowed those under the age of 18 to marry. 

 

2. On Recommendation 28, Ireland recently published the Interim Report of an 

Independent Anti-Racism Committee. This report will allow us to identify and 

prioritise issues which require consideration during the development of a new 

National Action Plan Against Racism. We recognise that women, children and men 

can experience racial prejudice in different ways. An intersectional approach which 

recognises the relationship between different forms of discrimination like gender 

identity, disability, socio-economic background and race is important. 

 

3. Furthermore, the Government has launched the following: 

a. The world’s first LGBTI Youth Strategy was published in 2018, providing a 

framework for a cross-governmental approach that further enhances the lives 

of young LGBTI+ people and works to address the key challenges they face. 

 

b. The National Disability Inclusion Strategy 2017-2021 has numerous actions 

focussed on children, one of which is designed to empower children with 

disabilities to access early childhood and education programmes. With the 

Disability portfolio coming under our remit soon, the Department is well 

prepared to continue the advancement of the rights of disabled persons, 

particularly children. 

 

4. Recommendation 32 highlights the need to recognise the rights of the child to be 

heard in relevant legal proceedings. The Children and Family Relationships Act 

requires the Courts to hear the voice of the child with due regard to the age and 

maturity of that child. Our future legislative reforms include a Child Care Amendment 

Bill that will underline the core objective and focus of a Guardian ad Litem. They will 

inform the Court of any views expressed by the child and make recommendations 

that are in the child’s best interests having considered their views.   
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While Progress has been made in these and other areas, we continually strive to develop 

further measures on child protection and strengthen existing ones.  

 

Looking at now and to the future 

The Programme for Government commits to publish and implement a successor to Better 

Outcomes, Brighter Futures. Addressing the root causes of poverty and how it 

disproportionately affects children from marginalised communities will see stronger 

commitments from my Department and across Government. Children who experience 

poverty have all aspects of their lives impacted so it is critical we continue to listen, recognise 

their diverse needs and adapt our public services so they are supported more effectively 

during their development. The European Child Guarantee will provide an invaluable 

guidance framework for this work. 

The UNCRC continues to provide the Department and wider Government with invaluable 

observations and recommendations that guide child policy development. This Department 

values these observations which are formed undoubtedly thanks to the work of many of the 

participants here today. 

The aim of today’s event is to strengthen our collaborative efforts with stakeholders such as 

the Children’s Rights Alliance and reflect upon our shared objectives in progressing the 

Committee’s recommendations and address any issues raised. I am deeply grateful for 

everyone’s participation in this event and your commitment to children’s rights. I look 

forward to reviewing the outcomes of today’s session and have no doubt they will provide 

invaluable insight to our future plans. Thank you.  

 

Following the Minister’s Address, Conor Rowley (Assistant Secretary General, Child Policy 

and Tusla Division, Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth 

[DCEDIY] welcomed attendees and explained the format and schedule of the event (page 4). 

He then advised participants that they would receive an invitation link to join their selected 

thematic breakout group for discussions on that theme.  
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Breakout groups 

The event was fully subscribed with over 100 participants in attendance representing a wide 

range of civil society stakeholder organisations (see Appendix 1). Breakout groups were 

organised around the UNCRC themes. Upon registration each participant was invited to 

nominate their preference of breakout group to attend. Each breakout group featured a 

facilitator and note-taker and the number of participants in each group varied from 3 to 11. 

The nine thematic breakout groups were as follows: 

1. Health  

2. Education including early learning and care  

3. Child poverty and housing  

4. Family justice and alternative care  

5. Child safety and welfare including online safety  

6. Young people as perpetrators and victims of crime  

7. Disability  

8. Migrants and ethnic minorities  

9. Play, leisure, cultural and civil participation  
 

Questions 

Each of the breakout groups were asked to consider and voice their opinions on the 

following two questions: 

Question 1 

Are the Concluding Observations, made by the UN Committee on the Rights of the 

Child in 2016, still relevant and if so, have they been progressed? 

Question 2: 

Looking at the List of Issues produced by the Committee, are there any key omissions 

in relation to the theme of this workshop? 

After 45 minutes discussion and a short break, the note-taker from each group was asked to 

report back to the plenary session with the main points raised.  

 

Issues raised at breakout groups 

Some common points raised across the groups were: 

• There has been a lot of initiatives taken but there are gaps remaining. 

• While there are lots of plans and strategies, the implementation of these plans and 

strategies does not necessarily take place or is slower than anticipated by 

stakeholders. 
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• Educational issues cut across all domains of children’s rights (health, disability, child 

safety and welfare, migrants and ethnic minorities, play and leisure and cultural 

activities). 

• COVID-19 has impacted on services and exposed existing inequalities and difficulties 

faced by vulnerable and marginalised groups. 

• Certain groups such as children of prisoners or child victims of domestic violence 

would benefit from targeted support similar to other vulnerable groups. 

• There is an overreliance on private assessments and interventions. 

• An adequate shift to fully support prevention and early intervention measures is yet 

to happen. 

• There is a need to collect more up-to-date data, have it disaggregated and share it 

more quickly. 

A more detailed summary of the points raised at each of the breakout groups is included 

below. 

 

Group 1 - Health 

 
The group discussed various aspects of accessing health services, sexual health education, 

measuring the impact of interventions and ascertaining children's views as individuals 

(consent) and as groups (consultations).  

• Too many people do not get appropriate services to address their needs – mental 

health, sexual health and services that are ethnic and gender inclusive.  

• In the area of mental health: 

• There is a discrepancy in 16/17 year olds not being able to consent or to 

refuse mental health treatment.  

• Children are still admitted to adult mental health facilities.  

• There should be specific reference to children in the Mental Health Act. 

• There are a number of problems related to sexual education in schools: 

• Teachers are looking for sexual education training but not receiving it. 

• Some schools are delivering it but through the religious ethos of the school. 

In some schools sexual education is not available. 

• Sexual education needs to be inclusive of all sexual and gender identities.  

• There is inadequate access to sexual health services in rural areas.  
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• Sexual health education also needs to take account of issues of family and 

domestic abuse (which has risen during pandemic). 

• Services are overstretched with long waiting lists, which forces people to go private, 

resulting in rising costs to families. 

Related to the above problems, the following recommendations were made: 

• There should be stronger investment in existing services that cater for ethnic and 

gender diversity - for example: Trans and LGBTQI + youth. 

• A specific mental health strategy should be developed with a focus on Traveller and 

Roma. 

• There is a need for a legislative act that makes schools legally obliged to provide CSE. 

• Suicide prevention ties in with promoting mental health wellbeing and the need to 

extend and expand services. 

• Impact on children needs to be considered in alcohol marketing campaigns so as to 

prevent youth and adolescents gaining unhealthy drinking habits. 

• Hearing the voice of the child or young person is critical and student councils should 

be engaged to discuss adolescent health issues and solutions to those issues. 

 

Group 2 - Education including early learning and care 

 
During the discussion, participants talked about the slow progress in increasing the number 

of non-denominational schools, lack of places in special needs schools, availability of IT 

resources and Wi-Fi, and reduced timetables.  

• Progress on roll-out of public non-denominational schools is slow and unclear. 

• There are continuing concerns that education admission policies discriminate. 

• Lack of progress on alternative classes for those not taking part in religious classes. 

• Shift required from a work activation model (NCS) to meeting the needs of children. 

• Children are being discriminated against based on the status of parent(s). 

• Targeted intervention programs should be prioritised but have been diminished. 

• The gap between Junior Certificate and Leaving Certificate is too large. 

• Concerns that some children lack IT resources and some families have connectivity 

issues due to availability and cost of Wi-Fi, which puts them at a disadvantage. 

The following recommendations were made: 

• More places need to be created in special needs schools. 
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• Leaving certificate needs to be reformed in consultation with students.  

• Online resources should be maintained and improved.  

• Regulation and monitoring should be increased on schools’ use of reduced 

timetables, particularly for children with disabilities. 

 

Group 3 - Child Poverty and Housing 
 

Participants in this group highlighted concerns about how policies and strategies are 

implemented, the deteriorating housing conditions for Traveller and Roma Communities, as 

well as the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

• Certain policies and strategies have not been implemented effectively, which has 

caused a stagnation or decline in the rights of children in Ireland.  

• Initiatives and supports may not necessarily be accessed by all children or families 

that require them. 

• Problems with data makes tracking the implementation of policies difficult as well as 

analysing impacts of COVID-19. Problems are attributed to data being: 

• Often old and not in real-time. 

• Not collected at all. 

• Not disaggregated. 

• Concerns that a drop in the numbers of homeless families during the COVID-19 

pandemic may be temporary due to emergency measures. The long-term trend has 

been one of continual rises in family homelessness. 

• Problems in housing and homelessness levels of Traveller and Roma Communities 

children have worsened and many Traveller children are living in sub-standard and 

scandalous accommodation. It was noted that there is no central register to record 

evictions.  

• Due to the habitual residency requirement, there are continuing difficulties for Roma 

families to access social welfare assistance and payments. 

• The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed the wide-ranging scope of child poverty and 

has also negatively affected compensatory measures: 

• Food poverty has increased as breakfast clubs were forced to close.  

• Digital divide with lack of technological resources for all children to access 

education online. 

• Concerns were raised about the increased likelihood of homelessness for LGBTQI+ 

persons. 
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The group put forward the following recommendations: 

• The new International Unit in DCEDIY and the implementation of the European Child 

Guarantee offers an opportunity to progress rights of the child in Ireland in this 

context. 

• A family homelessness strategy should be developed to respond to rising numbers of 

homeless families. 

• A mechanism should be created to allow civil society to monitor the implementation 

of State policies. 

• Programmes and policies need to have adequate resources. 

Group 4 - Family justice and alternative care 

 
Those taking part in this group noted several key issues. These included difficulties in special 

care associated with accessing services and step-down options, the need for agencies to co-

operate further, the unregulated nature of kinship care, the absence of a guardianship 

register, and supports to foster parents or co-habiting parents. The group participants 

welcome the establishment of the Family Court and the preparation of the Guardian Ad 

Litem bill.  

• Reform of the Child Care Act needs to be completed. 

• There are difficulties in getting a place in one of the special care centres. There are 

also difficulties in accessing suitable step-down facilities after young people have 

completed their stay or turned 18. A major issue is that small numbers of children 

who are placed in special care outside of the State cannot transfer back to Ireland or 

remain in ‘preventative detention’ because of the lack of step-down facilities.  

• Some progress has been made in terms of services co-operating, for example Tusla 

and HSE in the provision of special care. There are areas where further clarity is 

needed such as in the provision of services for children with disabilities. It is 

particularly important that, services improve co-ordination in areas such as mental 

health and for the children of marginalised groups, including prisoners. 

• The voice of the child needs to be heard. 

• For those young people leaving care or after care, the group had concerns about: 

• The standard of living due to the affordability of accommodation. 

• The quality of courses care leavers attend to avail of aftercare services. 

• The high numbers of care leavers ending up in prisons. 

• Foster parents have concerns about losing some or all supports if they adopt their 

foster children. 

• It was noted that there is still no guardianship register. 
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• There were issues raised about co-habiting parents’ rights. For example if a parent 

dies the partner cannot access supports such as a widow’s pension. 

• It was suggested the following were missing from the list of issues: 

• The strong representation of ethnic minorities in the care system. 

• Removal of new-born babies into the care of the State.  

• An insufficient focus on family reunification. 

• Lack of a national strategy on child protection and alternative care. 

The group recommended: 

• More training for judges so as to allow greater consistency in approach. 

• More needs to be done with data collection to allow the correct supports to be put 

in the places where they are needed. 

• There is a need to reflect more on how we can assist children in Travelling and Roma 

communities. 

• Special care placement abroad should ideally be replaced with placements in Ireland. 

• There should be a focus on the needs of children with family in prison to break the 

intergenerational cycle. Judges should consider the effects on children when 

sentencing a family member. 

• Contact centres should be created where parents can have safe access visits with 

their children who are in care.  

• Sibling contact should be prioritised for children in care. 

• The voice of the child should be heard in courts, care planning and other areas by 

creative means and various other ways. 

• Longitudinal studies should be undertaken on children in care in line with the Ryan 

report recommendation. 

• More attention should be given to kinship care arrangements with a responsive 

framework put in place. 

Group 5 - Child safety and welfare including online safety 

 
The group highlighted the need for an appropriate balance to be struck between prevention 

and response elements regarding harm, the effects of COVID-19 on vulnerable groups, and 

the importance of increasing online and digital skills. They called for reforming the approach 

taken to address sexual abuse and sexual harassment issues. It was noted that there had 

been a major emphasis on services to address impact of harm (abuse or neglect) after it has 

occurred. However, strengthening prevention and early intervention is now necessary to 

achieve the required balance between prevention and responding to harm or abuse.  
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• There have been a number of serious effects of the COVID-19 pandemic: 

• It has exposed vulnerabilities in the system and highlights gaps that exist for 

vulnerable children and the ability to respond or provide services. For 

example there was a drop in referrals to child protection services after 

schools closed and an increase in waiting lists to services. 

• There are concerns about the long term impact of service reductions and 

closures during the COVID-19 period on families, the inability to identify to 

child protection and welfare concerns as well as the difficulties experienced 

in supporting children with disabilities. 

• COVID-19 has led to more children and young people spending time online.  

Efforts should be made to educate children from a young age on both digital 

safety and digital literacy / competence skills in early years’ education 

settings as well as in primary and secondary schools. It was noted that there 

is an increasing vulnerability to grooming and dangerous practices online due 

to the increasing amount of time spent online.  

• The role of alcohol in child safety is a concern, in particular with regard to children 

living with the impact of parental alcohol misuse. 

• Tusla’s assessment of child sexual abuse allegations may expose the Agency to risks 

as it is carrying out work without a clear basis in legislation, a deficiency that may 

also adversely affect children affected by sexual abuse. Current legislative provisions 

about the assessment of child sexual abuse are not sufficient or fit for purpose.  

• The inadequateuse of data by Tusla gives rise to concerns in relation to responding 

to child sexual abuse. 

• The approach to provide resource allocation based on the rights of the child should 

be combined with one that is based on the needs of the child. It was queried if a 

state budget based on the needs of the child had ever been developed, with 

participants agreeing on the importance of shifting to a prevention focus. 

• The group queried if there are plans to replace Better Outcomes, Better Future or 

develop another whole-of-government children’s strategy. It was considered that 

Better Outcomes, Better Future was light on prevention especially concerning sexual 

harassment and sexual violence. 

• Current strategies and policies about management of sexual harassment and 

allegations of abuse are institution centred.  

Participants recommended: 

• Resources should be allocated to ensure early intervention and primary prevention 

and a balance between the prevention and response elements. 

• There is an urgent need to get services back to pre-pandemic levels. 
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• There should be greater public awareness on how to recognise the impact of harm 

on children similar to the awareness raising campaigns which have been run on 

domestic violence during the pandemic. 

• There should be a greater focus on prevention and early intervention in relation to 

the implementation of the UNCRC, in particular by updating child protection, digital 

literacy, sexual harassment policy in schools and other areas. 

• Increasing children and young people’s digital safety skills.  

• Introducing effective complaints and redress mechanisms for online or digital 

platforms. They should be transparent and effective for the services children can 

access. 

• More awareness raising and support to reduce the use of alcohol and other 

unhealthy products.  

• Completing the review of the Child Care Act.  

• Developing a national strategy or policy on sexual harassment in schools.  

• Consistent guidance and definitions on sexual abuse and harassment required 

together with consistent thresholds applied across services. 

• Implementing the relevant 2016 Concluding Observations by the UNCRC Committee. 

• Considering the development of a State budget based on the needs of the child. 

• Strategies and policies about the management of sexual harassment and allegations 

of abuse should be changed to be child-centred with a focus on transparency. 

Group 6 - Young people as perpetrators and victims of crime 

 
The main themes emerging in this group included the lack of change in the age of criminal 

responsibility, the use of isolation in the Oberstown Children Detention Campus, and the 

approach taken in relation to children in domestic violence situations.  

• It is positive that there is no young people in adult prisons.  

• There was an additional welcome that the number of children detained in 

Oberstown Children Detention Campus has not increased. However, there was 

concern raised about the use of isolation in the facility and about the increase in 

numbers on remand. 

• The lack of change in the age of criminal responsibility was raised by the group. 

• Children are not seen as victims of domestic violence but only as by-standers. It is 

also complex to create safe spaces and to deal with coercive control under the 

current legislative framework. 
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• Children support services are finding it difficult to ensure that children are getting 

support in the home environment.  

The group recommended: 

• There is a need to strengthen the oversight concerning the use of isolation in the 

Oberstown Children Detention Campus. The prohibition on solitary confinement of 

children should be set out in law as Ireland moves to ratify the UN Optional Protocol 

to the UN Convention against Torture, Cruel and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading 

Treatment (OPCAT). 

• Children who have parents or family in prison should have their voices heard more. 

These children should be identified as a vulnerable group that requires specific 

supports from the State. 

• More efforts should be made to recognise children as victims of crime and to create 

better ways for children to have their voices heard directly in court cases and other 

situations. 

• More data should be gathered on children with parents in prison and longitudinal 

data should be collected on children leaving Oberstown. 

• The Irish Prison Service needs to put more emphasis on quality family visits. 

• The families of those imprisoned should be more engaged in the resettlement 

process as they do not have a voice especially children. 

• A focus should be given to assessing the culture around domestic violence so that 

children are seen as victims of domestic violence. This assessment should inform the 

development of measures aimed at creating safe spaces for them.  

• Children should be assisted in understanding manipulation and coercive control 

applied in domestic violence situation. Measures should be put in place to facilitate 

ascertaining the views and wishes of children and developing a response which 

ensures their safety and protection.. 

• There is a need to  apply trauma informed practice when supporting children who 

are affected by violence. 

Group 7 - Disability 
 

Participants mentioned how COVID-19 had highlighted existing inequalities, with a negative 

impact on groups like children with disabilities, while also reporting issues in terms of the 

provision of education, home supports and assessments. Participants also noted that 

disability policy is not restricted to health and education matters but needs to encompass all 

areas, with a vision being set out in respect of children with disabilities. There is a need for 

inclusivity and fostering a sense of belonging across all areas of life. 

• A few concerns were raised in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic: 
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• Existing inequalities have been exposed and pushed back women’s and 

children’s rights.  

• Waiting lists for services are likely to have been significantly affected. 

• There has been an impact on deaf children due to people wearing masks in 

schools as the children may not lip read or use Irish Sign Language. 

• Personalised budgets would have helped in the pandemic but the 

Department of Health Personalised Budget pilot is only for adults. 

• Research has indicated that segregated settings have received more funding than 

inclusive settings and enrolments for those settings are increasing.  

• Reasonable accommodations in schools can be difficult to access. Reports that may 

be provided at primary level to help teachers ‘prepare’ students may not be 

provided at secondary level.  Children need to get used to support measures such as 

scribes at junior level so there is not a shock at senior level (especially when 

preparing for the Leaving Certificate). 

• The absence of disability plans for children in education was noted. Concerns raised 

that the Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs Act has not been fully 

commenced despite Programme for Government commitments. 

• The group acknowledged the success of the AIM programme with the group noting 

only some problems with the roll out.  

• There are inadequate arrangements and lack of home supports for caring for 

children at home when they are moved from a hospital setting. 

• Families with their own resources may arrange private assessments and 

interventions but that leads to inequality when accessing supports.  

• Housing and accessing suitable housing is an issue for a child with a disability or a 

child with a parent who has a disability. People with disabilities are disproportionally 

represented amongst the homeless population. Poverty is a huge issue, too. 

• Disability is not just about education and health services but it is a cross-sectional 

matter affecting all domains of life including access to clubs and sports such as Cúl 

camps. Example was given of a child with a physical disability sitting out PE class as 

the de facto situation. 

The group recommended: 

• Changes to standard operating procedures for assessments of needs.  

• Focus needed on transitions from primary school to secondary school. 

• Attention needed to promptly investigate reports of abuse of children with 

intellectual disabilities in the care system as shown by the Grace case (List of Issues 

Prior to Reporting [LOIPR] Issue 23(e)).  
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• There is a need for continuity and consistency in terms of accessing supports.  

• It is necessary to identify what is Ireland’s vision for children with disabilities.  

• There needs to be a discussion on ways to measure the impact of services on 

children with disabilities such as quantifiable indicators.  

• The State should ensure that children with disabilities are afforded the same 

opportunities to live the same lives as other children. There is a need to improve the 

quality of life and ensure the inclusion of children with disabilities in community life. 

Group 8 - Migrants and ethnic minorities 
 

The main topics raised by the group were the implementation of plans and strategies, the 

significant difficulties faced by the Traveller and Roma communities in accessing 

accommodation and employment, and problems resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic: 

• Ireland is good at consultation and promises. However, Ireland is not as good at 

delivering and carrying through plans with funding and resources.  

• Accommodation for children in Direct Provision and sites for children in Traveller and 

Roma Communities are not fit for purpose. The group referenced an Office of the 

Ombudsman for Children report on a Traveller community site in Cork City published 

in May 2021 and previous reports on Direct Provision. 

• Concerns were raised about education outcomes and participation levels especially 

for children from the Traveller community. 

• Reduced timetables are affecting more children in Direct Provision and in the 

Traveller and Roma communities. 

• During the COVID-19 pandemic, healthcare issues have had a greater negative 

impact on migrant children and children in Traveller and Roma communities. 

• There are barriers to employment for migrant children. Parents may have 

qualifications from their countries of origin but these are not recognised by Irish 

employers. Additionally some ethnic groups have qualifications but these are not 

recognised by FETAC as part of course entry criteria. 

• Racism is a pertinent and persistent issue. 

Recommendations put forward by the group included: 

• Implement existing plans and strategies. 

• Need for more data collection and for data to be of a better quality, with one 

suggestion being the implementation of the universal ethnic identifier in public 

services. 

• Targets and monitoring should be included in the design of plans from the beginning. 

 



Civil Society Stakeholders Consultation  
2 June 2021 Report                            Page 20 of 25 

Group 9 - Play, leisure, cultural and civic participation 
 

Participants in this group discussed children and young people’s ability to access play, 

leisure, cultural and civic activities and creating a policy based on the relevant rights 

enshrined in the Convention. There was considerable focus given to the transformational 

potential of access to arts and culture among disadvantaged groups. It was put forward that 

there should be an overarching focus on Convention Article 31 in which, inter alia, every 

child has the right to rest and leisure.  

• There needs to be equality of access to play, leisure, cultural and civic activities, 

bearing in mind cultural representation, minority culture provision, community 

spaces and geographical divides.  

• The lack of access to arts and cultural activities is a poverty indicator. 

• Screen time in some affluent families is a new form of poverty as children do not 

know how to free play. 

• Access to arts and culture can potentially transform the lives of children. This can be 

done across the educational sphere, especially for those children who are 

disadvantaged due to poverty, cultural and other factors. 

The following was recommended: 

• A strategy should be developed which adopts a systemic approach from birth to the 

age of majority, implementing Article 31 of UNCRC in a comprehensive manner. 

Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales are listed as examples of best practice in this 

regard.  

• In providing access to culture, a targeted approach to be taken where relevant. 

• There should be a focus on community spaces. 

• Sport organisations need to be more inclusive. 

• The idea of cultural vouchers for disadvantaged children should be considered. 

  

  



Civil Society Stakeholders Consultation  
2 June 2021 Report                            Page 21 of 25 

Panel Discussion 

Four panellists took part in the panel discussion: 

 Sinéad Gibney (Chief Commissioner, Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission) 

 Tanya Ward (CEO, Children’s Rights Alliance and Chair of the National Advisory 

Council for the National Policy Framework for Children and Young People) 

 Dr Karen McAuley (Head of Policy, Office of the Ombudsman for Children) 

 Dr Conor O’Mahony (Special Rapporteur on Child Protection and UCC School of Law) 

Conor Rowley (Assistant Secretary General, Child Policy and Tusla Division, DCEDIY) acted as 

moderator for the panel discussion. 

Initial thoughts 

The panel discussion began with Conor Rowley inviting the panellists to share their initial 

thoughts based on the issues arising from the breakout groups. The comments shared by 

panellists included the following key points: 

 A lot of progress has been made since 2016 in areas such as family justice including 

the plans to establish the family court, and introducing the Guardian ad Litem bill.  

 However, there are areas where there has been less progress or stagnation such as 

in the divestment of religious patronage of schools, special education needs, 

disability, homelessness and issues affecting the Traveller community.  

 The Office of the Ombudsman for Children’s report on a Traveller community halting 

site in Cork City (May 2021) highlights persistent deficits in relation to providing 

accommodation that is adequate for Traveller children. 

 There is a need for a concerted effort to gather all possible data to understand the 

impact of the pandemic. This data should be used to plan for the future so as to 

mitigate the long-term effects of Covid-19.  

 More generally, adequate data is critical for effectively analysing policy frameworks 

and identifying structural discrimination, inequalities and disparities in outcomes for 

children and young people. The State needs to improve data collection and also 

overcome unwarranted concerns in relation to disaggregated data. 

 The voices of children and young people are frequently not included or adequately 

represented in decision-making in the education system, something that was also 

shown in the context of determining schools closures during the pandemic.  

 During the COVID-19 pandemic, there had been a deterioration in conditions for 

children with special needs, children with disabilities, and Traveller and Roma 

community children with the widespread use of reduced timetables throughout the 

country.  

 The child protection system has gone through significant reform in Ireland. However, 

it is now important to shift the focus to prevention and early intervention, with a 

strong emphasis on prevention of violence against children and online safety. 

 Research highlighted issues regarding poor self-concept among children –something 

that arts and cultural activities could help to address. 
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 Children’s rights need to be mainstreamed in policy-making and implemented to the 

fullest of the State’s available resources. In doing so, specific focus need to be given 

to vulnerable groups like children with a disability, homeless children, those in direct 

provision and generally those who face persistent barriers in realising their rights.  

 COVID-19 had exacerbated and amplified existing inequalities in such vulnerable 

cohorts of children resulting in a need to be proactive in mitigation measures.  

 

Solutions to issues 

Conor Rowley asked the panellists to suggest solutions to deal with the issues that were 

identified by the panellists and the break-out groups. 

 During the COVID-19 period some measures had visibly impacted homelessness such 

as the pause in evictions. The Government needs to intensify efforts to build houses. 

 A dedicated agency should be established to manage the budget allocated to 

Traveller community accommodation, rather than individual local authorities as is 

currently the case given the poor track record of spending the allocated money on 

providing accommodation for Travellers. 

 Focus should be given to early identification of needs and future planning. In some 

parts of the country, parents cannot access a suitable place for their child in a school 

near to them within their own community. The Government has to utilise available 

data to plan adequately and identify solutions.  

 While the ratification of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons 

with Disabilities (UNCRPD) was a positive step, the State has yet to revise the legal 

and policy framework to ensure that a human rights approach is adopted in this 

area. Of key importance is that the Education of Persons with Special Education 

Needs Act, which was adopted by the Oireachtas 17 years ago, and the Disability Act 

2005, are fully commenced and are properly aligned.  

 The current divestment plan has failed to deliver a more diverse school system and 

still hampers access by religious minorities, therefore a new, more radical approach 

is needed. 
 

Q: What differences could be made by a tracked multi-annual cross-government 

budgetary process based on a children’s assessment of needs? (With reference to 

Observation 16 in the 2016 UNCRC Committee Concluding Observations)  

Panellists highlighted the following key points in response: 

 There needs to be budget lines targeting marginalised groups and integration of 

Children’s Rights Impact Assessments within the policy making framework. The next 

round of equality budgeting should incorporate children and give full consideration 

to their rights. 

 Multi-annual budgets would represent progress as they would be more conducive to 

forward planning and taking a long-term view while reducing the usual pressure, 

lobbying and negotiations associated with annual budgets. 
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 There is a link between cross-government action and multi-annual budgeting 

 

Q: What are the panel’s views on the proposed EU Child Guarantee and how can we use it 

to address the range of key issues that were discussed at the event?  

The following points were raised by panellists: 

 The EU Child Guarantee provides an opportunity to have an in-depth look at poverty 

in Ireland and to set out some key areas that need to be addressed.  

 There should be a two-fold response. Firstly, an action plan needs to be adopted and 

supported with targeted investments. Action might involve a combination of 

universal services from which all children can benefit and targeted services to try and 

equalise outcomes for children at a disadvantage.  

 Not only should there be a focus on traditional measures (payment, access to 

housing, food poverty) but also on areas such arts and culture to develop a more 

holistic approach to well-being including children’s self-concept. 

 There should be a dedicated unit that drives change across government similar to 

how it was done successfully in other countries such as New Zealand and the UK. 

Real commitment is needed from Government leaders to give their endorsement 

and commitment to get all departments working together in support of these 

changes. 

 Child poverty is at the root of many issues that children experience and the State 

ends up having to resource those services to deal with those issues. If Ireland can 

address child poverty, some of the consequential issues can be prevented. However, 

it is difficult to achieve this within the current budgetary process and it would be 

more effective to adopt a long-term perspective.  

 There is an opportunity to take a strategic approach to the successor of Better 

Outcomes, Brighter Futures with a focus on embedding children’s rights. The UNCRC 

and EU Child Guarantee are quite mutually compatible in specific areas. It is 

important to take a co-ordinated approach to these related policy measures. 

 

Conor Rowley noted that the Department’s intention is to be far more integrated and 

strategic in developing the next policy framework. Part of this intention is to ensure that the 

successor to Better Outcomes, Better Futures is impactful. The UNCRC and EU Child 

Guarantee will sharpen the objectives and actions. 

 

Q: Could the panel comment on the issue of informal kinship care, private arrangements 

and the needs for a children’s rights perspective as well as awareness of this invisible 

sector of alternative care?  

 This question was addressed by the Special Rapporteur on child protection who 

highlighted his involvement with his colleagues at University College Cork in 

publishing research on these issues for the first time in Ireland.  
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 As a follow-up step, there had been discussions with Tusla on how to respond to the 

findings and there is ongoing dialogue in relation to developing further research to 

explore what the nature of informal kinship care is, what the strengths and what the 

potential risks factors are that arise from the lack of regulation.  

 Recommendations were also made in the context of the review of the Child Care Act. 

 Conor Rowley added that the DCEDIY is developing a policy document on children in 

care which will also consider this issue.  

  

Conclusion 

At this point Conor Rowley concluded the Q&A and the panel discussion. He thanked all the 

panellists and participants for attending the event and for the richness and diversity of their 

perspectives. He commented that it was valuable to identify where progress had been made 

but even more importantly to highlight challenges and issues that that need addressing. 

These valuable and insightful contributions had led to some very useful discussions. 

He noted that there would be an open consultation event on the draft State Report which 

would feed into the State Report being finalised and submitted to the UN Committee on the 

Rights of the Child. He added that there would then be a further opportunity for civil society 

stakeholders and others to submit shadow reports to the UN Committee. 

He thanked staff and technical staff for the arrangements of the event. The event then 

concluded at 12.30pm.  
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Appendix 1: Organisations represented at the event 

 

 Alcohol Action Ireland 

 Association of Secondary Teachers in Ireland 

 Atheist Ireland 

 Barnardos 

 BeLong To 

 Better Start – National Early Years Quality 
Development 

 Childhood Development Initiative 

 Children’s Books Ireland 

 Children’s Rights Alliance 

 Coping International 

 Crumlin Childcare Centre 

 CyberSafeKids 

 Disability Federation of Ireland 

 Dublin Rape Crisis Centre 

 Dyspraxia Ireland, Galway Support Group 

 EPIC 

 Focus Ireland 

 Immigrant Council of Ireland 

 Inclusion Ireland 

 Irish Girl Guides 

 Irish Penal Reform Trust 

 Irish Second-Level Student’s Union 

 Irish Travellers Movement 

 ISPCC 

 Jigsaw – The National Centre for Youth 
Mental Health 

 Kinship Care Ireland 

 Leap Ireland 

 Longford Women’s Link 

 Loreto Secondary School, Navan 

 LULEÅ Technical University, Sweden 

 Music Generation – Music Education Ireland 

 National Parents Council 

 National University Ireland, Galway 

 New Directions 

 One Family 

 Pavee Point 

 Prevention and Early Intervention Network 

 Rape Crisis Network Ireland 

 Social Justice Ireland 

 Spun Out 

 St Patrick’s Mental Health Services 

 St. Nicholas Montessori College 

 Text 50808 

  The Ark, Dublin 

 The Society of St. Vincent de Paul 

 Treoir – National Federation of 
Services for Unmarried Parents and 
their Children 

 UNICEF 

 University College Cork 

 Urlingford Community Childcare 

 Young Social Innovators 
 

 


