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In autumn 2008, on the eve of Ireland’s economic collapse, Barnardos published 
Tomorrow’s child. The picture it painted was one of an Ireland in which four-fifths of 
children led reasonably prosperous lives: they were in good health, well educated, 
ambitious and had strongly embraced and were competent in the new technologies. 
In an international perspective, Ireland was a positively rated environment for children, 
one of the happiest in Europe. Despite the economic changes of the celtic tiger, family 
life and structures were remarkably stable, with most children belonging to two-parent 
families and marriage more popular than ever. Families were becoming smaller, 
typically one to two children, with parents marrying and parenting from their early 30s. 
This picture was blemished by child poverty, with a fifth of children living in poverty, 
concentrated in alienated working class communities; a poorly performing education 
system; serious shortfalls in children’s services; a significant proportion with health 
problems; and particular groups at high risk of disadvantage, such as Travellers. 

Three years later, many aspects of this picture are still recognizable. The ‘baby boom’ 
of the early 2000s continues unaffected, requiring an expansion of primary and then 
secondary education in the coming years. Although immigration has fallen off sharply, 
it has by no means stopped and most of the new communities remain in Ireland to 
stay. The most dramatic changes have been the resumption of high emigration, 76,400 
in the past year, and unemployment, 14%. Diminished prospects for children and 
young people will have a corrosive effect. The most educated will travel to distant, 
even antipodal destinations, a new brain drain. But there is little for those without such 
advantages.

The financial collapse, especially the dramatic rise in unemployment, from 4% to 14%, 
has put families with children under enormous pressure, while others, due to pay cuts, 
face a rapid rise in debt, utility arrears and increasing difficulty in meeting education-
related costs and charges. Decisions by government have, it can be argued, made the 
situation for children much more difficult. Cuts in welfare rates immediately affected 
the standard of living of all welfare-claiming families, while the reduction in child 
benefit will in time force child poverty rates upward. Those children most immediately 
impacted were those who lost teachers and educational resources, especially those 
with disabilities and Travellers. Key institutional and agency ‘champions’ for the 
welfare of children were abolished, making children less visible in the policy-making 
chain. The budget for already inadequate children’s welfare services was further 
reduced. Voluntary and community organisations working with children suffered 
disproportionate reductions in their budgets at a time when demands on them soared 
and donations fell. 

  executive summary  
and key judgements
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The short-term future for families with children promises to be, for a majority difficult 
and for a minority, grim. The IMF programme envisages substantial further cuts in state 
and public services, much lower levels of child support, with an even sharper squeeze 
on household incomes. Unlike previous cuts, the IMF programme targets welfare and 
education and will inflict much more damage than earlier comparators. The state 
will become ever less competent. Foreign comparisons suggest that the process of 
impoverishment will last much longer than government expects. This is childhood in an 
age of austerity.

Even still, some long-term social trends are likely to continue relatively independently 
of the country’s economic fortunes or misfortunes. A growing part of the school system 
will become independent of the catholic church. Few children will attend religious 
services and most will marry in civil ceremonies. Children, already adept at mastering 
new technologies, will increasingly live online. Science may become a more important 
driver of career choices and life changes. The new communities will continue to 
integrate into the Irish educational system and drive up its standards. Demographers 
and futurologists predict an Ireland which has both a youthful and an ageing 
population, with significant environmental and landscape change.

The fundamental challenge posed by the original Tomorrow’s child (2008) remains. 
As long as Ireland persists with its current model of development, then services and 
standards for children are likely to remain inadequate and divide Irish children between 
a prospering majority and a suffering minority experiencing hardship. International 
example and our own previous experience suggests that there is a real danger that the 
one fifth of Irish children who have poor economic, social and educational prospects 
will grow to a quarter, or worse. The financial collapse does provide an opportunity to 
reflect on and consider alternative solutions. These lie in halting the impact of austerity 
on the poor and in following more enlightened continental European models of social 
development that would achieve more positive outcomes for all children. 
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This chapter examines the demographic, social, and economic backdrop for Irish children.

• Despite the financial collapse that began in 2008, many of the demographic and 
social patterns that affect the lives of Irish children remain in place; 

• Ireland continues to have high rates of birth, marriage and family formation and 
most Irish families are stable, traditional two-parent homes. The number of children 
per family continues to fall, two now being typical, with childbirth delayed ever later.;

• The principal changes have been the decline in immigration, new communities 
forming families and the resumption of large-scale emigration.

1.1 popUlATIon AnD FAMIly FoRMATIon

Ireland is exceptional. It still has the youngest demographic profile, the highest birthrate, 
the fastest population growth (10.3‰) and the smallest ‘old’ population in Europe.1 

• The population rose to 4,581,269 this year (2011 census), up 1.6% on the 4.2m of 
2006 and is now the highest since the mid-19th century;

• Children (0-14) comprise 20% of the population and the under-20 age group is over 
a quarter, 27.5%, the highest in the Union;

• The proportion of young people and children is rising because of high birth rates 
(16.9‰ annually, compared to a European average of 10.7‰), high fertility rates 
(over 2.07%, the highest, compared to the European average of 1.6%) and the 
arrival of new communities of family-formation age into Ireland, who now comprise 
about between 12% and 14% of the population;

• The mean age of childbirth now being 31.5 years, the highest in the EU. Births are 
now concentrated around the early thirties: fewer teenagers are having children 
(less than 6%) as are fewer older mothers (over 40s);

• Families are smaller, down from 3.13 children per family in 1996 to 2.84 now, a rapid 
decline in a short period. large families (more than 3 children) now comprise only 15% 
of households with children, compared to 40% a generation ago. By 2009, a tenth of 
9-year olds lived without a brother or sister.

1  Data in this section are drawn from the Central Statistics office, 2011; European Commission, 2010, 2011; Institute of public 
Administration, 2010 and Williams et al (2009). A full list of references is given at the end. In order to avoid an over-dense text, only 
new references are included in this text and readers should consult the earlier Tomorrow’s child (Barnardos, 2008) for the full listing.

1  demographic, social, 
economic context 

BACK To ConTEnTS
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The ‘traditional’ family of two parents remains the norm in over two-thirds of Irish 
families with children, for example 82% in the case of 9-year olds. There continues to 
be low rates of divorce (0.8‰) (or separation). In 2010, applications for divorce fell 9%, 
separations 13% and nullity 25% (Courts Services, 2011). 

The other demographic feature to be noticed is ageing. Europe’s population is ageing 
far faster than Ireland. Ireland’s life expectancy rates have risen rapidly, to 77.4 years 
for men and 82.5 years for women. They are expected to rise to 86 and 88 years 
respectively by 2042, so today’s children will live much longer. 

Since 2008, emigration is a recurring theme. Returning emigrants to the accession 
states, constituted only a fifth of those leaving. Exits totalled 65,300 in the year to 
April 2010 and 76,400 to April 2011, and are predicted to rise to 100,000 annually, 
with many young people leaving immediately after achieving their educational 
qualifications, rather than search for scarce domestic jobs. 

The scale of immigration to Ireland was substantial compared to our size of population, 
with a 10% population change in only five years. In-migration peaked at 109,500 in 
2007. The financial collapse did reduce immigration immediately, an initial 40%, then 
64%, but the numbers were still substantial, 40,000 in 2008, 30,800 in 2009, even 
rising to 42,300 by 2011. Work permits for some non-EU states even rose (e.g. India). 
‘Immigration’ actually comprises several distinct streams:

• Workers coming from other EU member states; especially from eastern and central 
Europe after the accession of 2004, who account for the largest numbers (38%). The 
largest single country is poland, with the polish community in Ireland now estimated 
in the order of 160,000, followed by lithuania. These numbers peaked in 2009;

• Workers on temporary permits from outside the EU (e.g. philippines, China). These 
numbers peaked at 45,000 in 2003, falling to 25,509 new permits in 2009, the total 
number of permits held being 134,152;

• Returned Irish (Britain and the United States) and migrant workers from Britain;

• Refugees and asylum seekers, mainly from Africa (e.g. nigeria, Somalia), the 
smallest group. Applications peaked at 11,634 in 2002, subsequently falling back 
sharply to 1,939 people in 2010. Although their numbers were smallest, they were 
the most visible and attracted the most political attention.

BACK To ConTEnTS
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The new communities meant that Irish society was challenged to cope with diversity. 
no less than 167 languages were recorded in use in Ireland and state services began 
to publish their information in other languages such as Russian and Chinese (e.g. 
Courts Service). levels of racial and ethnic tensions in Ireland are low by European 
standards and fell over 2003-7 (European Foundation, 2009). Tolerance, though, had 
its limits and here we have the benefit of the longitudinal studies from 1972 to the 
present of Prejudice and tolerance series (Mcgreil, 2011). This recorded improving 
attitudes toward unmarried mothers and the gay and lesbian community – but the 
persistence of significant levels of racial and ethnic intolerance, especially toward 
Travellers. The government has stated its intention to consider recognising Travellers 
as a minority ethnic group. 

1.2 EConoMy AnD SoCIAl ConTExT

The financial collapse that began in the first quarter of 2008 led to a fall in gross 
national product of 15%, possibly bottoming out only now (Kelleher, 2011).2 Domestic 
demand, which more closely measures the effects on households with children, fell 
19% (nESC, 2011). Irish unemployment was at 4%, but now exceeds 14%, far above the 
European average of 10%. Almost 450,000 people are now out of work. The proportion 
of long term unemployed rose to 55% of that group by early 2011, while youth 
unemployment rose from 36,900 before the crisis (early 2008) to 82,100 (early 2011). 
The employment of women fell from over 60% back to 55% by early 2011.

Unemployment and other forms of social hardship impact especially hard in states 
with poorly developed systems of social protection, such as Ireland. only 22% of gDp, 
compared to the European norm of 26%, is spent on social spending (Healy, Reynolds 
& Collins, 2011). Rates of spending on health, education and housing are also low by 
European standards and this has been reflected in a low level of public services, poor 
health outcomes, housing need, inequality and high levels of poverty. The national 
Economic and Social Council’s The developmental welfare state (nESC, 2005), argued 

2  As is the case with many profound events, they defy easy categorization. The term ‘financial collapse’ is probably the most 
accurate to define the events from the run on Anglo-Irish Bank (17th March 2008) to the agreement with the IMF (28th november 
2010), in the course of which most financial institutions were brought into state ownership to ensure their survival. Although the 
economy contracted sharply, the term ‘collapse’ would be an overstatement. Equally, the term ‘recession’ is avoided in this text, 
for a recession is a regular, routine feature of the capitalist economic cycle and is defined as two calendar quarters of lack of 
economic growth. Fitzgerald (2010) described these events as the ‘most profound’ to affect the Irish economy since the second 
world war, confirming that the term ‘recession’ is a euphemism.

BACK To ConTEnTS
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that the prosperity of recent years should be channelled into significantly improved 
and delivered public services, a ‘services dividend’. The Council singled out children’s 
services, highlighting their historic under-development and making the case that an 
up-front investment in children’s early years was the key to positive social outcomes in 
later years. 

Social inequality remains a dominant feature of Irish society, which means that the life 
opportunities for children will always start from an unequal base. Whatever about the 
moral or political arguments around equality, there is now solid evidence that such 
inequality has profound negative effects on health (mental and physical), educational 
outcomes, social cohesion and stacks the odds against the success of poorer children 
(layte, 2011; Wilkinson & pickett, 2010). This is compounded by pervasive gender 
inequality: although girls perform much better in education (52% of women now 
have degrees, compared to 39% of men), life trajectories are negatively affected by 
entrenched occupational segregation, societal requirements for home duties and 
‘glass ceilings’, leaving women with 17% less pay than men and under-represented in 
decision-making circles (e.g. the oireachtas (13%), local authorities, higher ranks of the 
public service, state boards).

Child poverty has been an important aspect of the overall picture of poverty in Ireland 
and is a well-known predictor of later educational performance, career, mental and 
physical health and behaviour (Doyle, McEntee, Mcnamara, 2010). 

• In 2009, 18.6% (210,000) of children were at risk of poverty the highest of all the age 
groups, but as high as 35% in the case of single parent families (CSo, 2010, 2011);

• Consistent child poverty rates rose from 6.3% in 2008 to 8.7% in 2009. Child 
poverty in Ireland is most likely to be found in jobless households (62%), lone parent 
families (50%), larger families, families where the mother is under 30 (with lower 
earnings) and membership of the immigrant community. 

1.3 SCHool, EDUCATIonAl AnD CHIlDHooD ConTExT

Children spend the largest block of time of their childhood in school, so that the 
quality of that experience is important. In September 2011, there were 3,305 primary 
schools in Ireland with 509,000 students; and 729 secondary schools with 356,000 
students (DES, 2011). Comparatively, the Irish educational system is unusual in the 
following respects:

BACK To ConTEnTS
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• 28% of schools are single sex schools (largely private, religious ownership) 
unusually high in a European context;

• 71% is spent on teacher salaries compared to the oECD average of 63%;

• large amount of time devoted to religion (9%, the highest in the Union) and the 
small amount of time allocated to science (4%) and languages (so low as to be 
immeasurable) (Flynn, 2011);

• 85% of classes have more than 20 children, one in four more than 30 children. Class 
size is the second highest in the EU, 24 at primary and 20 at secondary;

• Computer provision is 20th in a list of 30 oCED countries. 

There remains a persistent problem of early school leaving, often intergenerational and 
affecting boys (12.6%) more than girls (8.4%). 4% of children leave school without any 
qualifications, 14% after the minimal qualification, the Junior Certificate. Absenteeism 
by pupils is a persistent feature of Irish education, with a rate of 10% in primary 
schools and 19% in post-primary, rates varying across the social spectrum, but highest 
in the most poorest communities, an early warning of later disadvantage.

The oECD pISA (organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
programme of International Student Assessment) report presented an alarming decline 
in Irish educational standards especially in reading and mathematics to the low end 
of the international tables, confirmed by an independent domestic study late in 2010 
(DES, 2011). The national Economic and Social Forum (nESF) (2009) drew attention 
to the persistent problem of child illiteracy, with 27% to 30% of students with severe 
reading difficulties and little evidence of improvement over 25 years. 

Social class remains the principal determinant of educational outcomes, such as 
duration of schooling, access to grinds, educational performance and likelihood of 
going to third level. Underlying social class inequalities present dramatic variations 
in access to third level: if we examine Dublin postal districts, rates of third level 
attendance range from 9% in Dublin 1 to 77% in Dublin 18. Whereas rates for 
participation in university reach 100% in the case of higher professional families, 
the rate for non-manual families is only 27%. The most recent second-to-third level 
progression statistics give 100% for schools in south Dublin, but only 11-14% in Cabra, 
Ballymun, Finglas and Blanchardstown: not a single medical student came from an 
unskilled background (Flynn & Maguire, 2010). 

BACK To ConTEnTS
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An ESRI longitudinal study of transition from primary to secondary school and of the 
junior cycle showed how immigrants, Travellers and those with a poor primary school 
experience found more difficulty in adapting, recording the negative effects of streaming, 
disaffection among working class boys and traditional patterns of authority that failed 
to engage even the academically talented (Smyth & McCoy, 2009). A small group within 
the education system, Traveller children, is at especial disadvantage, with absentee rates 
of up to half the school year, especially for those in the most insecure accommodation. 
only 20% of Traveller children go on to second level and only recently have individual 
Travellers got through the education system so far as to enlist in third level education. 
only 3% complete second level and only 0.57% complete third level (Fay, 2011). 

The importance of providing young children with quality educational experiences is 
increasingly understood, both for its own sake and also to create the ‘school readiness’ 
that is the key to later success in education and careers (Doyle & Timmins, 2007). Ireland 
followed, but far behind, other European countries in the trend toward early childhood 
education and care services. Irish services are, in comparison to them, under-developed, 
under-funded, expensive and largely private. Ireland was rated bottom of the oECD 
standards list of 25 countries and was singled out by the European Union for its under-
development (Devine & Kilkelly, 2011). Services are delivered through a proliferation of 
settings (creches, playgroups, nurseries, pre-schools, naoinrai, after-school and early 
start centres) about 4,500 in total, all but 900 being private. We have little information on 
the quality of early childhood care and education (Start Strong, 2010). 

Until the recent introduction of the free part-time pre-school year for 3-year olds, which 
saw a take-up rate of 95%, less than 25% accessed centre-based care and less than 
10% structured pre-school care. Irish childcare costs are as much as 29% of parental 
earnings, compared to the European norm of 13% (oECD, 2011 gives a figure of 
45%, the highest in the developed world after Chile). The most recent figures give the 
average weekly costs of infant childcare as €191 (pope, 2011). Whereas in the EU as 
a whole the proportion of working women who drop out of the labour market because 
of commitments to look after children is 8%, in Ireland it is 20%, the second highest, 
another indicator of under-supply of quality care. Growing up in Ireland found that infants 
are more likely to be cared for by a personal carer in their home or grandparents than in 
a childcare centre.

Supplementary services for children and young people in Ireland are also limited: only 
3% of primary school children have an afterschool and 1.2% children aged 6 to 12 
(Share, 2009). Although afterschools have developed in the past number of years and 
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have brought valuable assistance to disadvantaged areas, they have been largely a 
voluntary initiative and do not have an established stream of funding and little is known 
of the quality being offered in these initiatives. 

1.4 WHAT DoES THIS MEAn FoR CHIlDREn?

Most of the trends identified during the first Tomorrow’s child are clearly in evidence, but 
others have changed dramatically. The most dramatic change has been the financial 
collapse, the rise in unemployment from 4% to 14% and a resumption of emigration to 
levels reminiscent of the late 1980s. The main features of the backdrop for children that 
are similar are these:

• Ireland continues to have a rapidly growing population, but children live in ever 
smaller households;

• patterns of family formation remain remarkably stable;

• Children are living ever longer and life expectancies continue to rise;

• Ireland continues to follow a low-tax, low-spend rate model of social development, 
which leads to poverty, inequality, poor quality public services and a high rate of 
child poverty. Some groups of children are especially vulnerable, such as those 
living in poor housing, Travellers, children with disabilities, children with poor mental 
health, those living in direct provision and young offenders;

• Irish educational outcomes continue to be strongly determined by social class, with 
a well performing top end, but a poorly-performing bottom end.

The principal changes are:

• High rates of outward migration have resumed, this time to distant destinations and 
largely confined to well-qualified young people, a new brain drain. This carries a 
high risk of creating a new, depressed, dispirited, disillusioned younger generation;

• Ireland continues to be a more diverse society. Most of the new communities have 
stayed and are forming families here. There is evidence of greater tolerance in our 
society, but not toward Travellers;

• The Irish economy contracted in the order of 20% with unemployment rising from 
4% to 14%, returning to levels familiar to the generation of the late 1980s. Reduced 
incomes for those at work and much reduced incomes for those out of work, are 
likely to create extreme pressures on the families affected and their children.

BACK To ConTEnTS
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Tomorrow’s child presented a picture of four fifths of Irish children who prospered 
from the celtic tiger – but of a fifth who did not, who had diminished educational and 
career opportunities, lived in poverty, were reared by parents under stress (especially 
lone parents) and endured multiple forms of hardship. The financial collapse opened 
the prospect that the one-fifth, whose needs had never been successfully addressed, 
would grow and reach levels reminiscent of earlier times. An important question was 
whether this possibility would invite re-consideration of social policies in general and 
policies for children in particular, the focus of the next chapter.

BACK To ConTEnTS
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This chapter looks at the evolution of child welfare and protection policies and services 
over 2008 – 2011. This chapter narrates what we know of how the financial collapse 
has affected children and their welfare. We project their possible future impact under 
the IMF régime. The main points:

•  Although a policy framework for children was put in place in 2000, services for 
children at risk continue to be inadequate, the state repeatedly failing to deliver a 
basic level of protection for children. not until 2011 was a government department 
established with responsibility for children, with the promise of a new child 
protection agency;

• Welcome but modest reforms in the welfare of children remain incomplete;

• The government made substantial reductions in welfare, incomes, social investment, 
voluntary and community activity, public services, the infrastructure of the state, 
especially education and training;

• pressure on services by voluntary and community organisations rose dramatically, 
while donations to them fell;

• The immediate effects of households with children have been debt, arrears, reduced 
spending and pressure to save;

• Educational costs have been the main stress point for parents, with parents put 
under considerable pressure to meet the costs of school, books and clothes. For 
families with unemployed members and especially young unemployed people, the 
impacts have been harsher.

2.1  RECEnT DEVElopMEnTS In CHIlD WElFARE  
AnD pRoTECTIon SERVICES

The Irish state did not give attention to the situation of children until the 1970 report 
by Ms Justice Eileen Kennedy, the catalyst for a series of reforms that led slowly and 
unevenly to the Child Care Act, 1991. Continued problems with the performance of 
children’s services, combined with a series of scandals in the area of child sexual abuse, 
led to the landmark national children’s strategy Our children – their lives (2000), which 
established new institutions to protect children, such as the national Children’s Advisory 
Council (nCAC), the ombudsman for Children office (oCo) and executive office of the 
Minister for Children and youth Affairs (oMCyA), ). This remains the policy environment 
for children, with a successor strategy promised for mid-2012 to run until 2017.

2  changed circumstances: 
politics, and society, 2008 – 2011

BACK To ConTEnTS
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The development of quality services for children proved to be a huge challenge for the 
Irish state, a legacy of the low general level of public services. Daly & Clavero (2002), 
examining services for children in a European context, pointed out that Ireland was 
one of the least generous supporters of families, ‘consistently low’, with limited forms 
of support, its social work services under – developed. A series of reports ((Kilkenny, 
1993; Kelly Fitzgerald, 1996; McColgan, 1998; Ryan, 2009; Roscommon, 2010; 
Cloyne, 2011) presented a picture of unmet need in responding to child sexual abuse, 
physical abuse and neglect. There was a growing realization that these failures were 
not isolated incidents, but systemic to the manner in which the body responsible, the 
Health Service Executive (HSE) did its business. Indeed, the ombudsman for Children 
formally charged the HSE with neglect and failure to meet its responsibilities. The 
government elected in 2011 made the decision to establish a dedicated Minister for 
Children (also encompassing youth affairs), operational by summer 2011 and construct 
a new agency to take responsibility for the protection of children, taking responsibility 
away from the HSE, which will be disbanded.

The challenge to provide modern, acceptable, fair and efficient services for children 
remains. Dealing first with child protection, the number of incidences reporting to the 
HSE are in the order of 25,000 annually: presently, there to 6,175 children in care – 
the highest since records began 5,354, 95% of have an allocated social worker and 
90% a care plan. Although an apparently manageable number, State services have 
been overwhelmed, with lengthy delays in responding to referrals, some children not 
assigned social workers, cases not dealt with and the logging of cases sometimes 
utterly disorganized. In related areas, children have not received psychiatric 
assessments, while others are still being placed in adult psychiatric hospitals because 
of lack of facilities for children (67 in Jan – June 2011). There remain substantial 
delays for generic services (e.g. 23,000 waiting for speech and language therapy, of 
whom 4,000 are waiting over a year; 1,500 children on the waiting list to be assessed 
(o’Brien, 2009)). Even when a first appointment took place, the child might be referred 
further, with a second, often lengthy delay. 

Irish investment in mental health services is unusually low, 5.3% of the health budget, 
compared to 12% in neighbouring Britain, probably even less given HSE practice 
of reallocating some of these funds to other health needs. Within the small mental 
health budget, only 5% to 10% is allocated to children’s needs. Services are especially 
problematical at the intersection of mental health and justice: a high proportion of 
young offenders (e.g. those being detained in St patrick’s institution) have unmet 
mental health heeds, some estimates running as high as 83%. 
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changed circumstances: politics, and society, 2008 – 201

In addition to the new department and child protection agency, the government is 
committed to amending the constitution and to make improvements to services. Dealing 
first with the constitution, the Kilkenny report (1993), first recommended that children 
be given improved constitutional, as distinct from purely legal protection and this was 
endorsed by the subsequent Constitutional Review group (1996) and the all-party 
oireachtas committee on the constitution (2006). The government accepted the principle 
and an oireachtas committee reached non-partisan agreement on wording in 2010. 
Improvements in services for children during the 2000s were remarkably slow and from 
2008 were been hindered by the government’s distraction with the financial crisis. 

The blueprint for reforming child protection and welfare services is the Ryan 
Implementation plan (2009) which was in response to the Ryan Report. It outlines 99 
recommendations with clear timelines attached. A key recommendation was to appoint 
270 social workers in child welfare and protection services. 200 had been recruited by 
2010, but progress to recruit the other 70 is moving very slowly (o’Brien, 2011). Despite 
these positive developments, this programme of reform is far from complete: 

• The incoming government has not yet settled on a text and a date has still not yet 
been set for a referendum to amend the constitution; 

• Social workers expressed concern that the accumulated caseload was such that 
even still, delivering an efficient, timely service would prove impossible for some 
time. There were continued reports of children at risk not receiving adequate 
services due to overload and understaffing (o’Brien, 2011; Smyth, 2011);

• The revised Children First guidance was finally published in July 2011 and an ac-
companying HSE Handbook was launched in September 2011. legislation to place 
Children First on a statutory basis is still outstanding and is promised for 2012;

• Despite repeated recommendations, there remains no national out-of-hours social 
work service for children at risk. not until 2011 was a crisis intervention service 
established in Dublin, with gardai operating an emergency system elsewhere, a 
system still described as inadequate by the special rapporteur on child protection 
(Shannon, 2010);

• The provision and availability of aftercare services for those leaving care remain 
limited and there is no statutory entitlement for such services, thereby placing these 
vulnerable young adults at greater risk;

• The institutional architecture remains weak. Although a mandatory national child 
care advisory committee was set down under the Child Care Act, 1991, there was 
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no evidence of its meeting; while the main advisory body set up under Our children, 
their lives, the national Children’s Advisory Council, was permitted to lapse for 
several years. Although the HSE has a children’s expert advisory committee, its 
activities are classified.

Barnardos (2011) has mapped out in detail how services can be improved, not least by 
following European models that deliver much better outcomes for children. Although 
the response by government over the past three years has shown some belated and 
modest progress, it has been overshadowed by the broader impact of the financial 
collapse, which we now attempt to measure.

2.2 IMpACT oF WIDER CUTBACKS on CHIlDREn’S lIVES

Cutbacks to services and incomes began on 8th July 2008 with the issuing of 
government circular §S180/20/10/0964B which required government departments 
to achieve savings in public spending of €400m in 2008 and €1bn in 2009 through 
the reduction, merger or abolition of state agencies, a list of 41 being subsequently 
identified. In September 2008, the country’s financial institutions collapsed and the state 
guarantee thereto left a legacy of debt in the Irish economy up to €90bn which will 
take a very long time to discharge: Barnardos (2011) calculated the individualized debt 
burden to the banker and developer community at €11,000 for each child alone. The 
collapse of the banks, followed by that of the construction industry, led to a fall in state 
revenues from €48bn annually to €30bn, leading to sharp but differential reductions 
in state spending. These measures failed to halt the slide, provoking a sovereign debt 
crisis and in november 2010 the government agreed to a programme of up to €85bn 
loans from the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the European Central Bank (ECB) 
and other lenders.3 The agreement specified targets for the payment of loans and the 
restoration of the public finances through spending reductions and revenue increases, 
the details being the decision of the Irish government. The austerity package was, for 
the size of the economy, proportionately the second highest in the Union, after greece 
(Theodoropoulou & Watt, 2011). The decisions that impacted most on children and 
young people may be divided into welfare and incomes; education and training; public 
services; institutional; voluntary and community; and personal and household.

3  For convenience, the agreement will be referred to in this text by its principal lender, the IMF, while recognizing that there are a 
number of other parties thereto.
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2.2.1 Welfare and incomes

The principal decisions of the government were as follows: 

• overall welfare payments were down -4.1% in 2010 and -4% in 2011;

• Child benefit was reduced by €16 monthly in 2010 and €10 in 2011 (€20 for third 
child), bringing it from €166 to €140 monthly for one child; down from €738 to €624 
in a family with four children;

• Reductions in payments and training allowances for the young unemployed (down 
€8 in 2011, the Vocational Training opportunities Scheme bonus down €11.80);

• Additional payments were reduced, such as the fuel allowances in 2011;

• There were public sector pay cuts in the order of 5% to 7% in 2009 and 5% to 8% in 
2010, most affecting low-paid public service workers (glassner, 2010). private sector 
pay cuts were, in many cases, higher.

2.2.2 Education and training

The principal changes in education and training were as follows:

• Reductions in the number of Special needs Assistants (SnAs) in primary school 
from 8,440 in 2008 to 8,141 in 2010. The number at all levels was capped at 10,575;

• Removal, from August 2011, of the rural coordination service from 331 rural DEIS 
(Delivering Equality of opportunity In Schools) primary schools (47 posts lost, 
€24m saved), 41 Visting Traveller teacher posts (€24m saved), up to 700 Traveller 
resource teachers (albeit with alleviation measures of 130 posts); commencement 
of reduction of language support teachers by 500;

• Increases in school transport charges of €50 in primary schools (maximum of €110 
per family) and €350 in secondary school (maximum of €650 per family) (total 
maximum per family, €760), with new rules of eligibility (minimum of ten students, 
minimum of 3.2km distance from school);

• Reduction in teacher numbers by 325 (1,200 posts suppressed, 875 new 
posts); capping the number of educational psychologists at 178 (the actual 
number was smaller); reductions in the student-teacher ratio (e.g. 17:1 to 19:1 in 
leaving Certificate Vocational programme); delayed recruitment of educational 
psychologists; removal of mild disability classes; reduction in capitation funding for 
Travellers; suspension of teacher substitution;
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• Reductions in books schemes, with €2m withdrawn from the school library service 
(Carbery, 2011); removal of book scheme for non-DEIS school; withdrawal of grants 
for particular subject areas (e.g. music, language support, transition year); 

• Increased charges for students (e.g. student registration fees raised to €2,000; 
€200 for post leaving certificate courses); reduced grants; the prospect of loans 
replacing grants); reduction in student grants with changes in qualifying distance 
(DES, 2011);

• Reduction in FAS training places from 260,000 in 2010 to 226,000 in 2011 (DES, 2011).

Although schools in the DEIS scheme were protected from some cutbacks, over 
half the children from disadvantaged areas attend non-DEIS schools, which were 
not (Smyth & McCoy, 2009). Summer 2011 saw the closure of the last of 13 Applied 
Behavioural Analysis (ABA) schools for special needs children, not because of 
cutbacks (these schools had always been refused state funding), but because parents 
could no longer raise the private funding required (Holland, 2011). 

2.2.3 public services

The principal changes in other public services relevant to children were as follows:

• The HSE budget was cut by -5% in 2010 and -6% in 2011, the precise details being 
the decision of the HSE. The allocation to services for children was reduced from 
€601m in 2010 to €587m in 2011;

• Reduction in the social housing budget in 2011 from €829m to €529m (-36%);

• Reduction in 2011 in the annual budget of Irish youth Justice Service from €51.6m 
to €39m (-24%).

2.2.4 Institutional

The July 2008 memorandum led to the abolition of numerous state agencies, most in 
the social policy area. They were:

• The Centre for Early Childhood Development and Education (saving €830,000); 

• The Education Disadvantage Committee (saving €100,000); 

• The Children Acts Advisory Board (no information on savings achieved);
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• national Consultative Committee on Racism and Inter-culturalism (important for 
minorities and the new communities) (saving €628,000);

• The Homeless Agency, important for the struggle against youth homelessness;

• The Combat poverty Agency (which led the campaign against child poverty) (saving: 
€2.4m);

• The main point of dialogue between the state and the voluntary and community 
sector, the national Economic and Social Forum, was abolished. The office for 
Active Citizenship was closed. 

While extinguishing the state’s social policy agencies, the government constructed the 
largest-ever state agency in its history, the national Asset Management Agency. The 
new government elected in 2011 reinstated none of the social policy agencies, instead 
setting even up more in the economic field (e.g. the Fiscal Advisory Council).

These changes were accompanied by a reduction in the numbers of the civil and 
public service, achieved through an embargo on new posts and the encouragement 
of early retirement. Employment in public administration, already the third lowest in 
the Union, contracted from 417,000 in 2008 to 400,000 by spring 2011, down -3.7% 
(glassner, 2010), but this was only a start. The Department of Finance, under the 
revised Croke park agreement, specified an 18% staff reduction in state agencies 
(Wall, 2010). Despite being already overstretched, the HSE is to be reduced from 
106,850 to 100,800 by 2014. This is critical, for this includes personnel involved in child 
protection who, presumably, will transfer to the new child protection agency. What 
was not clear, though, was the point at which government departments fall below the 
critical level of staffing necessary for them to perform their functions, a point which 
does not seem to have been considered. The second McCarthy report (2011) on the 
sale of assets, ran the risk that the state would be depleted, at fire sale prices, of key 
instruments for its development. 
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2.2.5 Voluntary and community

The cuts disproportionately affected voluntary and community organisations, critical 
because they delivered a substantial body of services for children. They were more severe 
than the more modest reductions in overall government spending (+6% in 2009, -1.6% in 
2010 and -3.1% in 2011): 

• In the two 2009 budgets and the 2010 budget, there were reductions for voluntary 
organisations in the range -5 to -10% (e.g. HSE, -5%; family resource centres, -9%). 
The Community Development programme, with 180 projects, many of which assisted 
children and families, was closed. youth work services were cut from €43.7m in 2008 
to 35.9m in 2011 (-18%). In some cases, organisations and services even closed, for 
example afterschools (QDoSS, 2010);

• It is projected that by end 2010, the voluntary and community sector was -15% smaller 
than before the crisis and had lost almost 5,000 jobs. By summer 2011, a number of 
long-standing national voluntary organisations had begun to close. Those still in the 
field were forced to make pay cuts, reduce benefits (e.g. pensions), reduce working time 
(e.g. 3-day week), declare a pensions holiday, bring in unpaid leave, delay or abandon 
or even close projects or services or operate on a care-and-maintenance basis only;

• Due to the fall in personal incomes, discretionary funding available to ordinary citizens 
to contribute to voluntary organisations fell;

• At the same time, voluntary organisations faced increased demand, notably for 
cash, in-kind assistance, food services and food parcels, driven by increased debt, 
mortgage, payment and utility arrears. Focus point, which primarily assists younger 
homeless people, reported an increase in demand of 18% in 2010. Crosscare 
reported people calling for basic foodstuffs, like bread, tea and milk for the first 
time in many years and an increase of 40% in the demand for its homeless services 
in 2010. Demands on the Society of St Vincent de paul rose 50% in 2010. Merchants 
Quay reported an increase in meals provided for homeless people of 26% in 2010.

By unhappy coincidence, the voluntary and community sector faces the end of funding 
from philanthropic foundations that have contributed substantially to their development: 
Atlantic philanthropies, The one Foundation and the Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust. In 
2011, the last suspended its funding in the Republic of Ireland, while the others will exhaust 
their funds in 2018 and 2013 respectively. 
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2.2.6 personal and household

Debt was the first consequence of the financial collapse. The collapse in property 
values, estimated to range between 35% and 50% according to type of property, 
placed many families in negative equity at a time of ever-greater difficulty in making 
payments. Irish households lost 20% of the value of their financial assets (o’Farrell, 
2011). As a result of the celtic tiger pattern of home construction and financing, Irish 
households were already well indebted before the crash with an overall level of 
personal indebtedness (utility arrears, overdraft, credit card debt) of 11% (Amarach, 
2009; Russell, Maître, Donnelly, 2011). The CSo survey of income and living conditions 
(2010) showed a decline in household income of -6.7%, with 34% of households in 
arrears on utilities, mortgages or other dues, up from 15% the previous year: 11% 
had gone into debt to meet ordinary expenses, 10% had great difficulty making ends 
meet and 22% now described their housing costs as a heavy burden. By 2010, loans 
by certified money-lenders were up 25% and rent arrears to Dublin City Council were 
up 40% (Healy, Reynolds, Collins, 2011). Central Bank Quarterly found that by summer 
2011 7.2% of residential mortgages were in arrears (more than 90 days behind), 
up from 5.7% at the end of 2010 (pope, 2011). The Courts Service (2011) reported 
substantial increases in judgements on mortgages, debt and bankruptcy across almost 
all court levels. The Irish league of Credit Unions (2011) found that 47% of people 
were now late on their bill payments. The numbers claiming mortgage interest relief 
supplements rose from 4,000 at the end of 2007 to 14,740 by the end of 2010.

Indebtedness was only the first of a series of personal impacts arising from the 
financial collapse. The precise impact on households is difficult to gauge and the last 
household budget survey is many years old at this stage. Although it is possible to 
measure the reduction in household incomes, this tells us nothing of the day-to-day, 
week-to-week or month-to-month impact on spending decisions or how they affect 
children. Healy, Reynolds and Collins (2011) estimate that the effect of the 2011 
budget alone on a low income family (€30,000) was between 6% and 10% of their 
disposable income, between €1,900 and €3,500. We know that as early as 2009, 42% 
of households had began to adjust their spending patterns (Amarach, 2009). The first 
area of difficulty was meeting utility bills, followed by the cost of running the car, health 
and medical expenses and then food. 25% of adults reported that it was stressing their 
relationships. According to Fitzgerald (2011), the reaction of most households in such 
a situation was to prioritize debt repayment and save.
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We do have some impressions of the impact on the ground. Social workers reported 
that the number of referrals began to increase substantially from summer 2009 and 
was especially notable in the normally quiet summer months. They noted how rising 
unemployment led to financial, social and psychological strain within families. Even 
for those at work, reduced pay made it difficult for families to pay for health and 
education costs, reducing both well-being and opportunities for children. The Irish 
league of Credit Union measured a substantial shrinkage in household resources, 
with ever less left over after the payment of the main household bills. By summer 2011, 
48% declared themselves unable to save, a defining feature of poverty. In the case of 
students, 55% declared themselves working during the academic year because they 
had to in order to pay the costs of their education, 33% missing lectures to do so. 

The effects on children became more evident, especially in education. What had 
been burdensome but affordable school-related costs became a severe stressor for 
many households. The costs of books and uniforms associated with sending children 
back to school in autumn 2011 averaged about €470 a child at secondary level and 
€320 at primary level (IlCU, 2011). only 46% of parents were able to afford these 
costs through their cash income. Annual costs of school extras (sport, art, trips) were 
€686 and €1,090 per child respectively. In addition, parents were levied from €102 
to €158 respectively for voluntary contributions. Barnardos (2011) published similar 
estimates: €350 for a child at primary school, €805 at secondary, moreover costs 
not normally imposed on parents in continental Europe. In 2011, 49% of parents cut 
holidays or summer camps for their children in order to meet these bills. other figures 
of education stress are evident in the increase in requests for the back-to-school 
allowance (worth between €200 and €305, depending on the child’s age), rising from 
88,000 in 2007 to 160,000 in 2010. A fresh 80,000 claims were made in summer 2011 
(o’Brien, 2011; Kelly, 2011).

UnICEF (2011) has published some early information on the effect of the financial 
collapse on children. 83% of parents had experienced a direct effect in their home. 
These effects took the form of less money (93%), a family member losing employment 
(25%) and parents around the house more because of unemployment (19%). 4% had 
been obliged to move school for lack of money. The Children’s Rights Alliance (2009) 
calculated that their direct impact, on children, would be in the order of €854m, or 
€823 per child. 
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Moving up the age range, the national youth Council’s Forgotten generation gives us a 
picture of the effects of the financial collapse on young people out of work (o’Connor, 
2011). Their experience tell us of a shortage of places for education and training, the 
lack of support or quality services in the job seeking experience, lengthy delays in 
obtaining social welfare and financial hardship.

The effects of the financial collapse on families pushed onto welfare and below the 
poverty line are now being documented. Delaney, Egan & o’Connell (2011), in their 
analysis of the experience of unemployment in Ireland since the financial collapse, 
recorded how it affected parents though financial strain, the disruption of living 
patterns in the home, boredom and monotony without money, the collapse especially 
of male-self esteem; and then the effects on children such as frustration and tension 
within the home. There was increased conditionality on receiving welfare, for the Social 
welfare §2 Bill, 2010, made provision for denying welfare in the event of refusal to take 
up training places. There was already evidence of the growing practice of refusing 
welfare to European Union migrants who have been working in and contributing to the 
Irish economy for some time. The casualties inevitably end up asking for assistance 
from charities, like the Society of St Vincent de paul and are sometimes even referred 
directly there by community welfare officers (SVp, 2011). 

2.3 WHAT DoES THIS MEAn FoR CHIlDREn?

This chapter began by highlighting a new political commitment towards children through 
the establishment of the new Department of Children and youth Affairs (2011) and the 
prospect of a new child welfare and protection agency to follow. The effectiveness of 
this Department and Agency is reliant on ensuring sufficient resources are allocated to 
its work, both financial and personnel resources. There is concern that without sufficient 
funding the present shortfalls in the ability of the state to protect children and provide 
the broad ranges of family support services necessary will continue.

It seems that even these modest gains have been put at risk by what has followed. 
The areas selected for cuts over 2008-11 were quite different from those of the 
previous comparator in living memory, the so-called Programme for national recovery 
of 1987. The cuts made both before and after the IMF agreement instead focussed on 
social welfare, education, the voluntary and community sector and the institutions of 
the state itself. Many of these decisions affected children directly and immediately, 
such as the first-ever cut in child benefit. Section 2.2.6 attempted to sketch the 
impact of reduced household incomes on individual homes. The picture is an untidy, 
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but consistent one of stressed, indebted households in which impacts on children 
eventually arise in the form of denied or foregone educational opportunities. Here, 
cuts in education are especially significant, for they are one of the most concrete ways 
in which the state invests in the medium and long-term future of children. Although 
the impacts may not be immediate, they are nonetheless real. Any cutbacks in the 
already under developed early childhood education infrastructure, especially the Free 
pre-School year, would adversely affect children in preparing for school and by doing 
so already place them at a disadvantage. The ESRI warned of the dangers of doing 
so, when Smyth & McCoy (2009) spoke of how education cuts of this nature would 
disproportionately affect the educationally disadvantaged and less academically apt. 
In particular, they warned of a diminished quality of educational experience, such 
as reduced subject options; a diminished experience of extracurricular activities; an 
increased financial burden on parents to provide funding; a disimprovement in the 
performance of disadvantaged students and those with learning difficulties; reduced 
retention in schools, with the risk of early school leaving and the potential of lifelong 
disadvantage arising therefrom (unemployment, welfare dependency, poor health, risk 
of crime). Even the departmental briefing to the minister on his taking office referred to 
concerns that schools would not now have sufficient resources to support Travellers 
(DES, 2011).

The reduction of state agencies, especially the wholesale elimination of agencies 
concerned with social policy while new economic agencies were constructed, will have 
subtle, long-term impacts. Although the immediate effect of their disappearance was 
limited, their removal may prove more evident in the medium term and, in the long-
term, profound. Although most commentaries advertised the savings achieved, these 
were in reality quite small, raising the suspicion that these changes were initiated for 
other reasons. The real significance was to reduce the ability of the state to perform 
its functions by taking the ‘champions’ of social policy in general and children in 
particular (e.g. Combat poverty Agency) out of the policy-making cycle. Their extinction 
meant a diminished role for social policy in the new order. Coupled with the reduction 
in public service numbers, there was a danger of a minimalist, ‘incompetent’ state, one 
unable to carry out tasks appropriate to a modern society or, in our case, to discharge 
its responsibilities to children.

The disproportionate fall in funding for voluntary and community organisations 
impacted first and foremost on their ability to provide services, not least at a time of 
increased demand. What was less visible was that they sharply reduced their ability 
to contribute to policy with the state, removing them too from the policy-making 
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process. This was a sharp contrast to other European countries, where governments 
sought to involve voluntary organisations ever more in shaping the response to the 
crisis. Indeed, one European prime minister, Iveta Radičová, argued that they should 
be the driving influence (Fila, 2011). The Irish experience again emphasized just how 
far the country had stepped outside the European norm. The government’s approach 
led to a reduction in the nation’s social capital, not just in the form of the quality of its 
associative life, but in individual trust of government, which fell to unprecedentedly low 
levels. All told, the decisions of 2008-2011 presented a gloomy and depressing context 
for the future welfare of children in Ireland. They set the stage for Irish children to grow 
up in an age of austerity, a point to which we will return in chapter 4. 
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Here we look at core social trends that most closely affect Irish children, especially 
those of the past three years. The main points:

• Irish children continue to show high rates of happiness, physical, emotion and 
mental health. There are distinct public health issues among children, such as 
obesity, smoking, alcohol and drug use – but evidence that upward trends have 
slowed and may be moving in a positive direction;

• Homes are becoming more democratic, even though patterns of family life are  
still quite gendered;

• Although most children have a positive experience of school, some get little  
from it and may be bullied. Recently, the aspirations of young people have been 
sharply affected;

• Children are to the forefront in using the new technologies;

• Religious attendance by children has fallen to a low point and the school system is 
beginning to become more diverse;

• The integration of the new communities into the education system combines a 
mixture of positive and negative experiences;

• In the future, the Irish population will become, paradoxically, older and younger 
simultaneously. There will be ever greater pressure on the education system as the 
present baby boom works its way through the primary, secondary and third-level 
system. More schools will be needed. Science and the environment will ever more 
shape the world of tomorrow’s children;

• Although these trends have been largely positive in recent years, a distinct minority 
of young people is at risk and requires protection and a much better experience  
of education. 

3.1 HEAlTH

Barnardos has expressed the aspiration that Ireland be the best possible country in 
which children can grow up. But has this elusive goal already been achieved? From the 
turn of the century, Ireland scored consistently high on many scales of well-being, what 
is sometimes called ‘happiness research’, to the point of once being considered one of 
the happiest countries in Europe, with adult ratings in the 66% to 76% range, (Watson, 
2010; European Foundation, 2010). 

3  social trends
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These adult rates were reflected in children and, moreover, appear to have survived the 
financial collapse. our most recent information on mental health is Young people and 
mental health – a national survey (Millward Brown lansdowne, 2009) which questioned 
13 to 17 year olds. This found a happiness rate (‘Ireland is a fun place to be a 
teenager’) of 63%, disagree 23%. What was most interesting though was the variation 
across categories, with the most positive rates being among Dublin boys in social 
classes AB, the lowest rates being in girls, outside Dublin, in social classes DE. Despite 
being financially disadvantaged, children in the new communities also reported high 
happiness and health rates (Molcho et al, undated). UnICEF (2011), working with the 
16-20 age group, found a 52% happiness rate and 29% alright. Ireland continues to 
score high internationally. The Child poverty Action group, (2009) rated Ireland 9th 
in Europe (out of 29 states), with high scores for environment, housing and quality 
of education; but dragged down by our high rates of material deprivation. Similarly, 
UnICEF credits Ireland with high marks for children for education and health, but much 
lower for material well-being and child poverty.

looking at public health in more detail, there are positive trends.4 Due to medical 
advances, survival rates for low weight babies improved and by 2009, mortality rates 
of Irish children fell to 3.9‰, better than the European average. one group differed 
sharply from the national average, namely the Traveller community. Infant mortality 
was 12‰, three time the national norm of 3.1%, with a rate of 5% stillbirths compared 
to a national average of 1.6%. life expectancies were much lower, with only 1.3% of 
Travellers reaching 65 years or more (compared to 11% in the settled population), 
a profile which the settled community passed in the 1940s (Fay, 2011). The rate of 
employment among Traveller men is as low as 20% (Ò Fátharta, 2011).

Medical statistics do not tell us, though, of the problems of accessing the health 
services. only 37% of people have access to the general Medical Services (gMS) 
(medical card), which means that two-thirds must pay for primary care at point of use 
and unless they exceed a set limit, the cost of prescription medicines. This gMS figure 
actually overstates the access to the service, for it includes substantial numbers of 
older people for whom the means test is considerably more generous, so the figure for 
access for families with children is lower; nor does it tell us of the situations in which 

4  The main source of information on health and behavioural trends is nic gabhainn, Saoirse; Kelly, Michael and Molco, Michal 
(2007-8), which use the Health and Behaviour studies of School-going Children (HBSC) undertaken in 1998, 2002 and 2006 
(2010 outcomes are awaited); and the Sate of the nation’s children reports (office of the Minister for Children and youth Affairs 
(2011) and preceding.
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parents are disincentivized from seeking medical treatment for their children, with 
the attendant risks arising therefrom; nor of the financial strain for those who do pay 
directly for health services. 

Some specific issues of public health affecting children have come to attention in 
recent years and these are now examined in more detail: obesity and exercise, suicide, 
alcohol, smoking and drugs; and sexualization. 

3.1.1 obesity, exercise & eating

We now have improved information on issues of height, weight, eating habits and 
exercise among children. Trend data show a long-term gain in children’s height from 
1948 to 2002: in the case of 14-year old boys, height rose from 146cm to 170cm and 
girls from 147cm to 163cm. Weight rose proportionately more, from 37kg to 61kg for 
boys and from 40kg to 59kg for girls. International experience suggests that height 
gain may be slow, but weight gain can be rapid. The national Task Force on obesity 
warned that childhood obesity had reached epidemic proportions, with 300,000 
overweight and obese children on the island, rising at 10,000 a year, with children 
consuming large amounts of energy-dense foods especially outside the home and 
taking insufficient exercise, setting in a chain of consequences of diseases (e.g. 
diabetes II) and premature death.

There is evidence to support this case, with a growth in the eating of denser foods 
and overweight rates higher in the Republic than northern Ireland, which could be 
attributable to the lower costs of healthy food there and leisure facilities in the north. 
We must set these figures in a context in which children shared in the general recent 
rise in obesity, so it is far from a children’s problem alone.5 Although a serious issue, 
the proportions are still low, those in the 13-17 age range being obese are in the order 
of 4%-5%. Growing up in Ireland found 19% of 9-year olds overweight and 7% obese, 
higher for girls and the lower socio-economic classes. The most recent 2007 data 
showed an increase in obesity in women and the better off, especially those with other 
health problems and without college education (Madden, 2010).

5  Figures for weight use the Body Mass Index, which is weight kg divided by height squared (kg /m2). overweight is a BMI of 25 to 
31, while obese is a BMI of 30+.
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Irish physical activity levels by children are among the highest by international standards 
(WHo, 2009). The proportion of children exercising four times a week or more is 59% 
for boys and 38% for girls. 70% of children take part in sport either weekly or more 
frequently, rates being higher at second level than primary level, for boys rather than 
girls but lower in disadvantaged areas. In 9-year olds, the sport participation rate is 
84% boys, 67% girls. on the other hand, there is some evidence of sedentary patterns 
by children, with the 4 to 14-year age group watching 2hr 43min of television each 
day,. In summary, although negative trends are in evidence, they must be set both in 
international context and against positive indicators of dietary awareness. 

3.1.2 Suicide

A second high-concern area is suicide. over 2005-9, the rate of male suicide for 15-17 
year olds rose from 14/100,000 to 15, while for girls it doubled from 5 to 10 (oMCyA, 
2011). Each case is a personal and familial tragedy. looking at the statistics in more 
detail, though, the picture is complicated:

• Irish suicide rates, which were low in the 1970s, effectively converged toward the 
European norm of 12/100,000 by 2009. overall, Irish male suicide rates, always 
higher than female rates, peaked 1998 and fell back substantially since. Ireland’s 
overall suicide rate is the sixth lowest in the European Union;

• The highest risk by age group is 20 to 24, followed by the entire 25 to 64 range. only 
after that comes the 15 to 19 age group. The 10 to 14 age group has the lowest 
age of suicide of any age group. Although Ireland’s youth suicide rate is the fourth 
highest in the European Union, youth is defined as 15 to 24 and the vast majority of 
suicides is in the over 20s;

• Although youth suicide accounts for a higher proportion of all teenage deaths, one 
reason is that other deaths are falling, principally road homicide, which has more 
than halved since 1972. The level of risk to injury for Irish children is relatively low 
by European standards, 16/100,000 for boys, 4/100,000 for girls. The highest risk is 
from road use (40% of injuries).
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3.1.3 Alcohol, smoking and drugs

Alcohol consumption rates among children have always been a cause for concern. 
They should be set in context, for adult rates are, in such categories as drink, smoking, 
fitness and obesity, generally far higher than children, while children suffer greatly 
from the parental abuse of alcohol. parental substance misuse problems can and does 
have a serious impact on the health, development, safety and welfare of the child. It 
can impact on their capacity to parent effectively and to provide structure, consistency 
and care to their children. 

With regard to alcohol consumption in Ireland, among all ages rose at a time when it 
was falling in other European countries, with high liquid volumes consumed (e.g. beer). 
young people have shared in the adult trend. Half Ireland’s children start to drink 
before 12, the proportion rising from 20% at 12 to over 50% by 15 (higher for boys) and 
a third report binge drinking. The proportion of under-18s estimated to be drinking is 
26%, low in the early teens but much higher in the late teens, more so for boys (30% 
for boys and 10% for girls). A particular problem in Ireland is that drinking frequency is 
low on the European scale, but can be heavy when it does take place (binge drinking), 
with a reported rate of 32% among 15 and 16-year olds, the highest in the EU in that 
age group. leaving aside the direct medical and personal dangers, binge drinking is 
linked to anxiety, depression, suicide and attempted suicide. Binging appears to rise 
to a peak among males in their mid-30s and then falls back. At the same time, there 
are many who do not drink: 47% of all children report that they have never had an 
alcoholic drink ever (52% girls, 43% boys). overall drinking rates have been stable for 
the past four years, even falling for 15 to 17 year old boys.

Smoking by children and young people is very much related to age and, less so, to 
social class. The ever-smoking rate rises from around 3% in early teens to 30% at 
school leaving age. overall, though, the Irish rate of school age smoking is average by 
international comparisons and falling slightly. School age smokers have more active 
social lives, but a poorer health and school experience than non-smokers. perhaps the 
most useful figures are the daily smoking rates for all children, which fell from 9.7% in 
1998 to 8.5% in 2006 (in the latter case, ranging from 0.2% in 9-year olds to 16% for 
15 to 17year olds). Adult regular smoking rates continue a downward trend to 23% and 
are now third lowest in the Union.
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The Irish drug user community is young by international standards, but this may reflect 
the higher proportion of young people in the population and improved accessibility of 
services. Most recent figures (EMCDDA, 2011) give an ever-taken rate among 15-16 year 
olds of cannabis of 20%; inhalants and volatile substances, 15%; cocaine, 4%; heroin, 
1%; and others (amphetamines, ecstasy, lSD and other hallucinogens) in the 3%-4% 
range. These figures are broadly stable and in line with international norms, but with 
evidence of higher cocaine and ecstasy use in the late teens. Drug use is concentrated 
on working class communities with severe consequences of violence and crime.

3.1.4 Sexualization

Data on the sexual behaviour of teenagers are extremely limited. Although, as is plain 
already, the lives of children has been investigated in some detail internationally, 
two areas of enquiry are virtually absent from Irish data: sex and religious belief. 
The Irish Study of Sexual Health and Relationships applied only to 18-year olds 
and above, while HBSC international studies interrogated children as young as 11 
about their sexuality – but not in Ireland (layte et al, 2009). The WHo (2009) survey 
of contraceptive use by young people across Europe includes almost all countries 
except Ireland, nor is there any data on abortion. Interrogating current 18 to 24 years 
olds suggests that 31% of men and 22% of women had first sexual intercourse before 
17. overall trend data suggests that the age of first sexual intercourse fell from over 
20 years prior to the 1950s to 16 years in the 1980s, accompanied by evidence of 
an increased number of sexual partners in a lifetime. In the 2007 Barnardos poll, 7% 
of parents with teenage children believed that their children were having a sexual 
relationship, but we do not have information directly from children to confirm this. 
54% of under 18s felt that sex was not something in which they should participate 
(presumably, 46% were comfortable about doing so). The poll found that 91% of 
parents believed that changes in society were contributing to the early sexualisation 
of children and almost all were unhappy about this. We do know that the number of 
reported sexually transmitted infections rose five times from 1989 to 2003 and that 
under 25s shared in this increase but that could reflect improved reporting.

Some limited survey data in Ireland supports the perception of earlier sexualization 
and gives a mean age of 15.5 years among those responding affirmatively to the 
question, while some studies have given even earlier ages, as low as 13.5 years (layte 
et al, 2009). This is confirmed by a survey by nixon et al (2010) of young men which 
found that a third had sexual experience at or before 13, half by 14, almost all by 17 
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and had a low rate of use of contraception, but it was a small sample and lacks a 
comparative baseline. The largest study was an Irish Times poll finding 25% of under 
17s to be sexually active, but starting at a higher age, 16.75 years (Hyde & Howlett, 
undated). one has to be careful with such data, due to small sample sizes and what 
may be a strong social class gradient – we still lack a scientific national picture, never 
mind reliable trend data. 

3.2 HoME

The rapid growth in housing construction during the celtic tiger period meant that a 
larger proportion of children than ever grew up in physically new homes. Combined 
with smaller sizes of families, such homes were increasingly able to ensure that 
each child had a room of his or her own. Communal socializing was more likely 
to be eclipsed by children spending more time in their own rooms, with their own, 
independent desk computer or laptop and mobile phone access. The most prominent 
form of growth in household form in Ireland in the past ten years was in the suburban 
home in the arc around Dublin and in the suburbs of other cities and provincial towns. 
This form of ‘new urban living’ has been the focus of much sociological attention. 
Although portrayed negatively in some media, it appears that patterns of social 
cohesion, the development of social capital, neighbourliness, civic participation and 
the formation of associations quickly reasserted themselves in the new suburbs. 
Families living in them found them to be generally favourable environments for rearing 
children, although traditional inequalities in gender roles remained unaffected. The 
principal problems faced by these new suburban communities are not their own lack of 
social cohesion, but addressing the physical, infrastructure and institutional problems 
of unregulated development. 

The celtic tiger period supposedly created some family stress and time poverty. It is 
certainly true that surveys of parents indicated that they did not spend enough time 
with their children (62% in Barnardos Childhood poll). on the other hand, 79% of 
children believe their parents did spend enough time with them, which may be a more 
relevant finding. Smaller families should mean that parents have more time with their 
children. The pattern of Irish family life has been one in which weekly working hours in 
Ireland have been around 40, less than the European average, with an average time 
available for leisure (time available apart from household work, sleep, care activities 
and study) of almost 5hr daily on weekdays and 7hr daily at weekends, which should 
also enable parents to spend significant amounts of time with their children, especially 
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younger children. Although the time spent commuting to and from work affects the 
amount of time spent directly with children. 

The most striking aspect of domestic activities around the home has been the 
persistence of their gendered nature. The most common activities that children 
identified in the home were shopping (mainly with mothers), ‘doing things around the 
house’ (mainly with mothers), trips and outings (mothers and fathers equally) going 
walks or to the park (mainly with mothers), homework or reading together (mainly 
with mothers) and playing (mainly with fathers). long term trends in parenting have 
been observed, from a complete segregation of functions fifty years ago to a more 
complex picture today, one in which fathers accept the principle of sharing and carry 
out an increased (albeit much less than equal) burden of domestic duties. Fathers 
fulfill at least some nurturing role, with varying level of engagement, accessibility and 
responsibility for children. Duties between father and mother are ever more open to 
negotiation, with more tasks shared between the two, depending on the circumstances. 
Fathers take on a number of specific tasks, such as repairs, DIy, play, outings, 
organizing breakfast, putting children to bed, supervising homework, but still avoid 
shopping, food, cooking, cleaning and kitchen tasks. 

In family management, there is evidence that families have become less authoritarian 
and more democratic, with children and young people having more of a say as to the 
decisions that affect them, principally education. Growing up in Ireland (2009) indicated 
a significant shift in parenting patterns compared to fifty years ago, with few now 
considered authoritarian and most viewed as authoritative, warm and responsive to 
their children (o’Toole, 2011). 86% of 9-year olds considered that they ‘got on well’ 
with their parents, an important endorsement of parenting from children themselves 
(Williams, 2009). present parenting strategies emphasized their role in guiding their 
children toward pro-social autonomy, preferring inductive, non-aggressive approaches 
rather than coercive disciplining strategies; and regarded parenting as a fulfilling 
and positive activity.6 Autonomy strategies appeared to be quite successful, with 
most children undertaking their own washing, tidying and cooking tasks from an ever 
earlier age. Unlike most other European countries, Irish parents are still permitted 
to use corporal punishment under the term ‘reasonable chastisement’, contrary to 
international human rights law (oECD, 2011). In reality, less than a quarter of Irish 

6  Growing up in Ireland gives us some helpful definitions, dividing parenting into four categories: authoritative (controlling and 
supportive); authoritarian (controlling but not supportive); indulgent/permissive; and uninvolved/neglectful (Williams et al, 2009).
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parents nowadays avail of this right, generally minimally and normally in association 
with other disciplining strategies, suggesting most parents are ahead of their 
legislators (Halpenny, nixon & Watson, 2010).

3.3 SCHool AnD CAREERS

The importance of the school environment should not be underestimated, for children 
spend more waking hours of their childhood there than in any other single place or set 
of places. The early years of the new century saw changes in the nature of schooling, 
with the evolution of the new primary curriculum, the diversification of qualification 
streams (e.g. leaving Certificate Applied, leaving Certificate Vocational programme) 
and the liberalization of the curriculum to incorporate a broader range of subjects and 
themes (e.g. Civic, Social & political Education; Social, personal & Health Education; 
transition year programmes). Figures from a range of sources (e.g. growing up in 
Ireland) found that most children like school and their teachers, though those figures 
decline during teenage years. The ground-breaking study What is smart? (Keogh 
& White, 2008) showed that children valued school as a place where they master 
personal, social, behavioural skills, as important to them as cognitive, intellectual ones. 
Between a sixth and quarter reported problems of troublemakers, lack of order, unfair 
discipline and failure to deal with bullying, the rates rising according to the lowest 
level of qualification. A fifth had a negative experience of school, to the point that it 
was the most negative aspect of their lives. Studies of older people indicates just how 
destructive and limiting this can be, the damage extending over a full lifetime (Byrne, 
2008). Growing up in Ireland gives us useful information on school facilities, with both 
teachers and children rating many as overcrowded and of poor quality.

Although reforms were intended to make education a more positive experience, 
relationships within the school environment itself were little affected. The Education 
Act, 1998 established the principle of student councils in schools and three quarters 
set up such councils in the five years that followed, but there is little indication of 
their having a transformative effect. Indeed, the proportion of children feeling that 
they participated in their school fell from 33% to 23%, the lowest rate set against 
international comparisons (oMCyA, 2011). A disjunction between government and 
adult perceptions on the one side and students on the other of problems within school 
was evident in the establishment of the Task Force on Student Behaviour: for students, 
though, the principal problem was teacher behaviour, for which there was no task force. 
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An important trend in primary education has been the feminization of the workforce, 
with ever fewer men entering the profession, meaning that students are increasingly 
likely to be taught by women teachers. 86% of 9-year olds are taught by women 
teachers. Career aspirations are quickly gendered, with such preferences apparent in 
9-year olds.

External perspectives remind us of the distinctive and unchanging features of 
schooling in Ireland. Immigrant children were quite shocked by the lack of deference 
to authority, their streaming systems and lack of co-education (gilligan et al, 2010). 
Coming from more traditional, disciplined and demanding schooling, they found Irish 
schools relaxed, with a lower academic standard.

Bullying has been identified as the most important issue affecting children, both by 
parents and children themselves. Most recent figures (HSE, 2009) gave a 27% bullying 
rate for 13-17 year olds, in line with previous figures. UnICEF (2011), reported an ‘ever-
bullied’ rate of 55%, the rate of cyber-bullying being 24%. Bullying tends to fall from 
early teens to late teens. 

There are significant trends in how children actually get to their school. In the 5 to 12 
year age group, the proportion walking has fallen to 24%; the proportion by bus was 
stable (around 18%), the proportion cycling has fallen two thirds (4% to 1%) and the 
proportion being driven rose to 55% (nolan, 2011). The level of part-time working by 
school and university students grew markedly during the celtic tiger period, motivated 
more by the need for independent income, rather than strict economic necessity.

School is the point at which children begin to formulate their career expectations. 
We have little trend information on children’s intended career paths or aspirations, 
but where we do they can tell us a lot about changing priorities (in 1961, a third of all 
university students took theology and the religious life was a much treasured career or 
vocation). University subject choices during the celtic tiger period gave overwhelming 
prominence to humanities, arts, business, law and social sciences. leaving Certificate 
choices favoured humanities, business and construction. Ireland remained at the 
bottom of the table of knowledge of foreign languages in Europe. Despite the efforts of 
the department and educationalists, interest in maths, science and technology actually 
fell. Japanese and mandarin Chinese were piloted in some secondary schools, but 
did not as yet progress. The streaming of boys and girls into different subject areas 
became ever more obvious from university onward, a precursor to later occupational 
segregation. The financial collapse had an immediate impact on some subject choices 
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for undergraduate courses, with reduced intake for engineering, manufacturing and 
construction (-2.2%), health and welfare (-1.9), with a renewed interest in science 
(+22.5%), albeit from a low base (HEA, 2010). Growing up in Ireland gave us some 
useful information on the educational experiences of nine-year olds, a time when 
career expectations are already forming: school hours are dominated by English, Irish 
(which has a high dislike count), maths and religion, with less than an hour a week for 
science (Williams et al, 2009).

There was a dramatic change in career expectations as a result of the financial 
collapse. polls carried out by youth Work Ireland provide useful indications of 
the concerns of young people, the most recent highlighting unemployment (either 
actual or fear of in the future); declining education and recreational opportunities; 
the expectation of emigration, 49%; and an amalgam of cuts, fees and charges. 
The national youth Council of Ireland survey Forgotten generation (o’Connor, 2011) 
recorded a higher proportion, 70%, expecting to emigrate and pessimism about job 
prospects, not one person considering them to be good. Such an environment can 
have a corrosive effect on an entire generation of young people and children. not long 
thereafter, the Irish league of Credit Unions (2011) reported that 75% of students now 
expect to emigrate. Career choice is increasingly determined by what is available, not 
what students are actually interested in (63%, women, 40% men) (IlCU, 2011). 

3.4 lEISURE AnD TECHnology

During the celtic tiger period the number of foreign holidays grew exponentially. These 
peaked early on, at 10.3m visits in 2000, falling back by the end of the decade to 8m, 
but still high for a country of only 4m people. 

This pattern of having holidays was undoubtedly disrupted by the financial collapse, 
with diminishing parental incomes and opportunities for part-time work for secondary 
students. The evidence comes from youth clubs, which experience a surge of new 
summertime interest. young people looked for youth club services during the summer 
where previously they might have taken holidays in continental Europe (e.g. portugal). 
young people who had formerly been prepared or able to pay for private services (e.g. 
gyms) could not now do so, so came to youth clubs for services that are uncharged. 
Foroige reported an increase in club numbers of between 10% and 15% for each of the 
past three years.
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Technology is a rapidly-changing aspect of children’s lives. By 2010, 72% of all Irish 
households had the internet and 62% had broadband. Children embraced the new 
technologies much faster than their parents, who were relegated to the euphemistic 
status of ‘late adaptors’. Although we tend to think of the ‘digital divide’ in terms 
of ‘rich-poor’, ‘urban-rural’, it is more a feature of age (school surveys find that the 
differences in ownership of desirable high-tech accessories differ surprisingly little 
between advantaged and disadvantaged communities). The HSE (2009) found a daily 
internet use among children of 45% and a weekly use of 89%, with, counter to normal 
expectations, girls being higher than boys and the highest rates in the DE social 
classes. Internet usage in the 15 to 24 range is the highest of any age group, 85% 
(Amarach, 2009). By 2009, 86% of 9-year olds had a computer in the home (8% one in 
their own bedroom) and 44% had a mobile phone. The age of acquisition of first mobile 
phone moved downward and children have moved on to multipurpose communications 
tools (ipod, iSlate etc), while smartphones are predicted to comprise a majority of 
phones by 2012. The pressure is not only from children, for parents applied increasing 
pressure for school books to be made available on-line or on personal computer and 
thus save them the extortionate cost of school books (IlCU, 2011). 

Children emerged as a key part of the on-line community, with some of the highest 
use among the under 25s, with little gender distinction in this group. perhaps the most 
significant trend has been the growth of social networking sites used by children at an 
ever-younger age. In 2011, 89% use social networking sites and 52% of 11-year olds 
have their own Facebook page(Amarach, 2011). googling is used more by younger 
users, suggesting that their growing use of the internet for information collection. These 
developments sparked concern for the safety of children. Some children seemed 
quite aware of the dangers of the new technologies, but clearly, significant risks were 
presented, crossing a wide range from the criminal to the irresponsible: attempted 
sexual predation, harmful content, posting personally sensitive information on social 
networking sites, the erosion of privacy, suicide sites, even situations in which the child 
may act incorrectly (e.g. illegal downloading or copyrighting, using parental credit 
cards without consent). new technologies are intrinsically difficult to regulate and 
cyber-bullying emerged as a distinct sub-type of bullying.

There was some evidence that increased time on line was at the expense of reduced 
time watching television, so children are actually watching TV less (Kinsella, 2010). 
Intriguingly, increasing use of technology in private settings did not dampen the use of 
traditional information resources, for the already high teenager use of public libraries 
rose over 2002-7. Although they used libraries for computers, the dominant use was for 
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books (Mcgrath, Rogers & gilligan, 2010). Reading rates for children remained good, 
albeit more so for girls than boys.

We lack any long-term trend information on children’s informal play habits. Even if 
children spent more time on computer-related activities, children’s most favoured form 
of play, more so for young children, is still to make their own play with their own friends 
out of doors and, in their teens, ‘hanging out’ with their friends. For older children, sport 
remains the most favoured form of organized activity. About a third of young people 
take part in associational recreational activity (e.g. youth clubs). 

3.5 CIVIl SoCIETy

young people have always voted less than older people, generally at around 
40% compared to an adult rate of 70%. The financial collapse may have had 
the simultaneous effect of both reducing levels of confidence in institutions and 
government to the lowest in Europe (20%) but also of mobilizing people to respond 
(Mcgreevy, 2011). The International Civic and Citizenship Study of 14-year olds (2009) 
identified a strong intention to vote (DES, 2011). 

 Despite the high importance assigned to religion in the Irish school system, 
information on children’s religious practice and belief remains surprisingly limited. The 
level of regular adult religious attendance fell to 45% during the celtic tiger period, 
23% for young people, with especially low rates in urban, working class areas. There 
is evidence that this has fallen still further since, possibly spurred by continued child 
abuse scandals in the church. UnICEF (2011) published informative data on the state 
of religious belief among teenagers, which found that 12% attended religious services 
regularly (14% used to). Attendance does not necessarily tell us much about the level 
of actual religious belief, which is generally higher than observance. In the same 
UnICEF study, although 24% described themselves as ‘not religious’, the balance still 
considered that they had a religious or spiritual interest short of church attendance.

Ireland appears to be moving toward the pattern of continental European catholic 
countries, where there is a residual high rate of nominal adherence to religion, a high 
rate of support for some core religious beliefs coupled with a disregard for church 
teachings in defined areas (notably sexuality), a low rate of attendance and public 
decision-making becoming secular, rather than informed by religious values. Such a 
shift is confirmed by growing interest in civil, rather than religious marriage, the former 
soon expected to overtake the latter. The number of annual ordinations in the catholic 
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church fell to single figures (though not in the protestant churches, which instead 
grew). Having said that, Ireland was different from the rest of Europe for not mobilizing 
significant numbers in a secular, humanist movement.

A changing view of religion was apparent in education, first in the movement for multi-
denominational schools, which grew to more than 60 and in 2011, the organization 
for multi-denominational schooling, Educate Together, was approved for the provision 
of second-level schools, new procedures of secondary school management being 
introduced. The arrival of many non-catholic immigrant children forced a crisis in the 
mainstream school system when many of these children were unable to access their 
local catholic schools. In 2008, the Department of Education and Science introduced 
a new primary school management model called the community national school, for 
parents looking for denominational, multi-denominational and, for the first time, non-
denominational education. In Catholic primary schools – a policy for provision in the 
future, the catholic bishops announced that they would take a much more inclusive 
approach to education and welcome people of different faiths through the use of 
a quota of one-third non-catholic places. In 2010, discussion was initiated by the 
Department of Education on the church divesting itself of a number of schools. The 
following year, the Minister for Education and Skills established a forum on patronage 
and pluralism to review the future control and ownership of Irish schools. The minister 
indicated that up to 50% of Catholic schools might be transferred out. By 2011, a 
majority of people across geography, age and class favoured the taking of schools out 
of church control (MacConghail, 2011).

The issue of religion invites a discussion on more intangible areas that affect children, 
such as the sense of identity and how the new communities have shaped specific issue of 
tolerance and pluralism. European studies indicated that the younger generation no longer 
saw the nation state as their sole focus of identity and appeared to absorb international 
identities, while at the same time retaining a strong sense of national affiliation. 

The Irish language is a useful barometer of the sense of identity. The numbers able 
to speak Irish climbed gradually after a low point of 1926, but accelerated from 
1991 to 2006, with 1.6m now able to speak the language, albeit with varying levels 
of competence. Irish children today were more prepared than previous generations 
to identify with the socialization processes around the Irish language, if we look at 
viewing figures for Tg4 and listening figures for Raidio na gaeltachta and Raidio na 
life. The ‘baby boom’ generation stood out for its displacement of international first-
names for children by an ever-widening range of Irish language names. perhaps the 
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most compelling evidence was the growth of gaelscoileanna from 25 in 1980 to over 
200 now, the fastest – growing feature of our educational system.

The arrival of the new communities raised important questions of culture, identity and 
integration. For indigenous Irish children, their first encounter with immigrant children 
was likely to be at school. 12% of primary school students and 7% of secondary school 
students were the children of foreign-born parents. The pace of family formation 
in this group is indicated by 2008 figures that 19.6% of all births in Ireland were to 
mothers from outside Ireland or Britain. By 2061, it is estimated that between 35% 
and 45% of people in Ireland will belong to the new communities or their descendants 
or part of such families (lanzieri, 2011). For immigrant children, there are particular 
difficulties, such as adjusting to a different type of education system. Children, parents 
and teachers all faced the challenge of language, especially for new arrivals whose 
knowledge of English may be limited. A striking feature of the experience was the 
much higher expectations by immigrant children that they will go on to university 
(Keogh & Whyte, undated). The educational skill levels of migrants to Ireland was 
remarkably high, 53% having third level degrees (compared to 39% in the equivalent 
Irish age group), thereby lifting the country’s educational standard (European 
Commission, 2011). By 2011, the proportion of Africans, Chinese, Asians in Irish 
universities had reached 3%, compared to only 0.1% of Irish Travellers (HEA, 2010). 

Teachers found immigrant children to be highly motivated and eager to learn, making 
the teaching experience a positive one by international standards. In some parts of 
the country, immigrant communities provided additional classes for their children 
at the weekend at their own expense, such classes not only informing children of 
their own cultural backgrounds and origins, but compensating for poor instruction 
in Irish schools, notably in maths. There were, of course, many problems. Figures 
from the Equality Authority confirmed the experience of the immigrant community of 
discrimination, especially the highly visible African community, though their experience 
was rarely as difficult as the indigenous Traveller community. The most recent study 
(Smyth, Darmody, Mcginnity & Byrne, 2009) found evidence of immigrant children 
being clustered into particular schools, especially at primary level, a function of both 
settlement patterns and existing schools giving priority to families already known to 
them. Some primary schools had as many as 40% immigrant populations. Between 
two-thirds and three-quarters did not have English as a mother language, raising 
issues of language teaching, leading the Department of Education and Science to 
issue, in 2010, an Intercultural education strategy, 2010 – 2015.
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3.6 IMAgInIng THE FUTURE

Finally, we extrapolate these social trends forward. Starting with demography, the most 
recent estimates are that the population of Ireland will continue to rise: to 5.8m by 
2030 and 6.5m by 2050 (European Commission, 2011). The first impact of such change 
falls on our education services, where it is projected that there will be an increase in 
primary school students numbers to 546,000 in 2021 and secondary to 349,000 by 
the same year (DES, 2011). These numbers will peak at 610,000 and 460,000 in 2026 
respectively (CSo, 2008). Although the initial effects of the current boom would be 
felt at primary school level, as this cohort moves through the system it would apply 
considerable pressure on secondary schools from the mid to late-2010s. In 2011, the 
Department of Education and Skills (2011) announced 40 new schools by 2017 to cater 
for 45,000 new primary and 25,000 secondary students, admitting that funding the 
necessary classrooms and facilities would be ‘very challenging’.

The CSo predicted that Irish fertility rate will eventually fall back, slowing down to 
around 1.65%. Although this has not yet begun to happen, depressed economic 
circumstances will eventually prompt such a trend. Taking other demographic and 
related predictions together it is reasonable to project that:

• From 2016, the workforce will age. The proportion of older people (65s and older) 
will reach 13.1% by 2016 and 14.6% in 2021, climbing to 25% by 2050. In effect, 
more children will be living in a society that is becoming proportionately older. The 
population will then, paradoxically, be both younger and older at the same time, 
with the middle, the population of working age shrinking proportionately. An older 
society will have its own social policy consequences, chiefly the value of saving; 

• population will consolidate eastward and around the polygons of the south-west 
and the midlands and the north-south development pole running stretching along 
the Dublin – Belfast corridor. By 2030, 43% of the population, over 2m, will live in 
the greater Dublin area and adjacent counties. of the 40 new schools announced in 
2011, 25 are here;

• Assuming employment conditions permit, labour force participation by women will 
recover. granted that this is already high among women under 40, the change is 
that older women will stay in the workforce;

BACK To ConTEnTS



47

social trends

• Emigration is likely to be a dominant feature of the decade, probably in the 40,000 
to 100,000 range annually, mainly young people. The rate will be determined, in 
part, by the availability of education and training places that delay departure. Those 
emigrating will be the best qualified, with the least qualified unable to do so; 

• The trend in secondary level completion will continue to edge upward, being 
forecast to rise to 84% in boys and 91% in girls by 2021. 

The most recent futures analysis was Ireland in 2050 by Kinsella (2010). He foresaw an 
Ireland of older people, a prosperous knowledge-based economy and climate change, 
with a housing crisis forced by the physical decline of the badly-built suburban homes 
of the latter half of the 20th century (exit from these areas is already apparent in the 
most recent census). Climate change would play a more important role in the lives of 
children, the costs of carbon forcing adaptive behaviour in a multitude of ways (Tol, 
2011). The main predictive studies indicate an overall rise in temperatures by 2050; 
the western half of the country becoming rainier and the eastern half drier, more 
mediterranean, brown and yellow fields and crops replacing our green landscape; 
coastal and inland flooding and more extreme weather events (Sweeney, 2008; Kelly 
& Stack, 2009). Counter-theories suggest that global warming notwithstanding, the 
current sharp reduction in the solar cycle, the Maunder minimum, may lead to mini ice-
age conditions in the British Isles. There is broad agreement that the environment will 
play an ever more important part in daily life, with transition to a post-carbon economy 
of cleaner air, fresh economic activities and the development of new technologies, 
especially hydrogen and solar. Homes will be ever more careful about how they spend 
scarce resources, like water and energy, with children playing their part in making the 
home sustainable. There will be:

• Changes to the living environment, homes making more use of insulation, passive 
design, solar heating and micro-turbines;

• gradually much less use of oil-based fuels, as they become more expensive;

• Ever more attention given to the separation and recycling of wastes;

• Increased taxing and regulation of carbon emissions;

• With the need to safeguard water, the introduction of water charges and the pumping 
of water to the east coast, the country’s next large major infrastructural project.
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The importance of technology, science and environment in the future has been 
highlighted further afield. In 2009, the China Academy of Sciences commissioned 
Roadmap to 2050 (yongxian lu (ed), 2009). This sketched out the potential 
importance of science for tomorrow’s children. The report emphasized a future in 
which dominant drivers would be energy, information technology, synthetic biology, 
ecological agriculture, predictive health, security and genetics. The report singled out 
22 technology areas for development, such as photosynthesis, geothermal energy, 
nanotechnology, regenerative medicine and mathematics.

3.7 WHAT DoES THIS MEAn FoR CHIlDREn?

While some social and living trends outlined in the first Tomorrow’s child 2008 are likely 
to continue along similar lines, the recession is likely to have a significant effect on 
many children in Ireland. Competing demands on resources over the next few years 
are likely to impact on supports and services to tackle ongoing issues that affect 
children’s quality of life such as obesity and child and adolescent mental health. 
Increasing demands on schools with an increasingly young population but without the 
necessary funds available to increase capacity is likely to put pressure on an already 
stressed system and could potentially impact on children’s education. Recent trends in 
emigration are also likely to affect young people’s options when they leave school or 
third level with fewer opportunities for work in Ireland. 

While life has not fundamentally changed for many children during the recession, 
there are a number of children for whom recession increases their chance of suffering 
hardship. Children living in new communities and those from the Traveller community 
are particularly likely to be affected by recession with fewer language Support 
Teachers available and the abolition of the Visiting Teachers for Traveller. Children 
living in or at risk of poverty are also likely to be adversely affected by the increased 
pressures on public services, particular with respect to health, education and social 
welfare. There is a real risk that the recession will see numbers increasing in this group 
over the next few years under the austerity measures currently in place.
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4  futures and choices

Finally, we examine the future ahead for Irish children, starting with the likely impact of 
the IMF agreement. The main points:

• The cuts to date are only the beginning of a process that will see substantial 
reductions in social welfare, health and education. levels of child support will fall;

• The reduction of household incomes will intensify, putting families under ever 
greater pressure and forcing hardship on many. High emigration will blight Irish 
society as it did in the past;

• Historical reference points suggest that government estimates of recovery are 
optimistic and that severe austerity will last 10 years;

• European reference points suggest that the numbers of children below the poverty 
line will rise. The one fifth of children in poverty may increase to a quarter, or, in a 
worse scenario, more.

So far, such grim prospects have not yet prompted a large-scale re-evaluation of the 
social model that has provided such insufficient protection and support for significant 
numbers of children. Irish society is challenged to make a more enlightened choice so 
that the positive future enjoyed by most Irish children may be extended to all.

4.1 CHIlDREn In THE AgE oF AUSTERITy
next, we anticipate the likely effects on children and their families as a result of the 
continued impact of the financial collapse. The IMF agreement is subdivided between 
a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU), largely detailing financial measures and 
reporting systems and the broader, more detailed, accompanying National recovery 
plan. They are treated here together. They specify financial adjustments through 
spending cuts and revenue increases of an initial €6bn (2011) and €3.6bn (2012), with 
further measures to follow up to 2015. Current government spending is projected to 
fall from €55.7bn in 2009 to €48bn in 2014 (-13.8%). They specify the raising of the 
pension age to 68 by 2028, lower replacement rates for social welfare claimants and 
increased conditionality for the unemployed. 

The most specific reference to children is that in the area of child benefit, child benefit 
will comprise a universal payment, with, in the case of social welfare recipients or 
those on low pay, a top-up payment, together replacing Family Income Supplement. 
This suggests a lower universal payment for all mothers, with a means-tested higher 
rate for those on social welfare or low pay, with the danger of a poverty trap for those 
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immediately above the threshold. overall, the investment in child support may return to 
its earlier, ungenerous and ineffective levels.

The documents give us no indication of the impact of spending cuts on state services, 
other than that they should fall most heavily on social welfare (€1.825bn), health 
(€1.445bn) and education (€690m). The cumulative reduction in public service 
numbers is set at 24,750 by December 2014. The one exception is education, where 
there will be immediate cuts of 1,200 posts, to be partly compensated for by new posts 
toward the end of the period. The MoU and programme are at their most specific in 
spelling out changes in education: an across-the-board 5% cut in budget lines (e.g. 
capitation and support grant, literacy, schools completion, universities, Youthreach), 
capping SnAs at 10,000 and charges (students, post-leaving certificate courses). The 
emphasis on social welfare savings is on control measures and conditionality. This can 
be a superficially attractive approach as it fails to reflect the complexity of poverty – 
its diverse origins and impacts. 

We also need to factor in commitments of the new government elected in March 2011 
in its Programme for national recovery, 2011 – 2016. Its two most relevant proposals are 
the establishment of a Tax and Social Welfare Commission to address disincentives 
to employment in the interaction of the tax and social welfare system, which could 
have considerable implications, positive or negative, for families on low pay; and the 
eventual introduction (2016) of universal health insurance, which will end the present 
two-tier system and ensure equal access for families and their children. 

So far, little work has been undertaken to assess the likely social impact of these 
changes and the principal body which might have done so, the Combat poverty 
Agency was abolished in advance of these decisions. Calculations have been done 
by economists and commentators, the most detailed by pope (2011) whose analysis 
was that domestic household budgets will be most directly and immediately affected 
and that families with children, especially those with substantial education costs, will 
be even more affected. The 2011 budget alone, for example, imposed an immediate 
reduction of over 3.6% annually or €300 monthly in household incomes and this rises 
to around 10% when the additional taxes are taken into account. 

International assessments may help us sketch the future here. The Social protection 
Committee, a formal organ of the European Union, published an assessment of its 
social impact of the financial crisis (Council of the European Union, 2010). It found 
increased pressure on social welfare systems and labour market services; increased 
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demand on the services for voluntary organisations, such as emergency services, food 
banks, soup kitchens and shelter for the homeless; and increased anxiety, depression 
and mental ill-health – a classic picture of impoverishment. In her analysis of the 
poverty impact of the European social crisis, Duffy (2011) noted the abandonment 
by governments of attempts to come to grips with intractable social problems, like 
homelessness; the break with social solidarity and the social contract with negative 
consequences on social trust; at a household level, indebtedness; reduced social 
protection and social services; less funding for or dialogue with ngos. Matsaganis 
& leventi (2011) found that in greece, with an earlier and sharper contraction than 
Ireland, income losses drove the numbers below the poverty line at a rate of 1% a 
year, child poverty at a higher rate. Raising VAT was the most regressive feature of the 
country’s austerity measures, an important finding granted that the IMF agreement 
will raise Irish VAT to 23% by 2013. Eurochild (2011), surveying the impact of austerity 
on children, observed a general rise in child poverty, the reduction in work prospects 
for the late teens and increasing pressure on public services. Economic pressures 
led to a decline in the mental health of children, disimproved diet and health arising 
from the pressure on family budgets and a declining social atmosphere that prompted 
discrimination. It is reasonable to assume that similar measures in Ireland will present 
similar consequences. 

Indeed, the national Reform programme submitted to the European Commission in 2011 
accepted that poverty would grow in Ireland, partly due to reduced children support:

It is envisaged that in the early years fewer people may be lifted out of poverty 
or indeed the numbers may increase due to the effects of the economic 
recession and the implementation of the National recovery plan, in particular 
changes in the structure and operation of the social welfare system and child 
income support (as occurred in 2010 and 2011).

There is consensus in domestic commentaries that economic growth will be low for 
several years in an economy divided between a strong foreign-owned exporting sector 
contrasting with a weak domestic sector; and that emigration will be high, the principal 
factor dampening an otherwise rapid rise in the numbers registered unemployed. 
government-led predictions lack a spirit of self-criticism and are more optimistic than 
circumstances warrant, suggesting that a recovery by 2016 is unlikely.The spending 
cuts introduced over 2008 – 11 and likely to be intensified in the 2012 and subsequent 
budgets, may depress domestic incomes and demand for some time. past experience 
suggests that recovery periods are always longer than predicted and that assumptions 
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of domestic growth nearly always undershoot (Theodoropoulou & Watt, 2011). 
International modeling of crisis economies suggests that a period of ten years is more 
realistic (Minev, 2002). Some fear it may be more than a generation (Marinakou, 2011).

previous contractions are a guide to the potential social impact of present cuts. The 
contractions of the 1950s and late 1980s led to high out-migration and the present 
resumption of emigration is entirely consistent with that. Emigration has largely 
negative effects on a country. Demoralizing its young people, prompting its most 
capable to flee, it is economically costly, for Ireland will have borne the costs of 
educating the workforces of our economic competitors. The cutbacks associated 
with the programme for national recovery (1987), milder in many respect than those 
proposed now, had enduring effects on the health services, creating many of the 
shortages that have dogged them ever since; and on housing, increasing waiting lists 
from 19,000 to over 98,318 today. The damage done in 1987 has an imprint to the 
present time and may be a warning of the potential long-term damage of present-day 
decisions. Such a warning was given by the national Economic and Social Council 
(2011), which in its analysis of recovery, Solidarity: a core focus to achieve fairness and 
unity of purpose pointed to the way in which cuts then had damaged the ability of the 
state to deliver health care. The cuts proposed under the IMF agreement are of a quite 
different magnitude:

• Incidence: the 1987-9 cuts primarily affected housing,then health. Welfare levels 
and education were little affected – but the IMF agreement targets welfare, health 
and education;

• Scale: the scale of adjustment contemplated by the IMF is quite different. The 1987 
budget saw an adjustment in state spending of about -2%, while the IMF envisages 
a 14% reduction;

• Duration: The Programme for national recovery was essentially a one-year adjustment 
that ran its course by 1989. The IMF agreement lasts four years, while economic 
recovery may take ten years or more;

• Role of the state: The IMF agreement envisages the substantial reduction of public 
services numbers, on top of the removal of social policy agencies and institutions, 
with a smaller, ever less competent state. The role of civil society is diminished.
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Accordingly, it is logical to predict that the impact of the IMF agreement will be more 
profound, enduring and damaging. Social Justice Ireland, in Adjustment choices – a fairer 
future is possible (2011) indicated ways in which its impact might be mitigated; while 
Iceland points to a more workable, socially responsible approach (Cullen, 2011). A feature 
of the developments of 2008 – 2011 was the limited degree to which they prompted a 
reconsideration of the Irish social model. Although the financial collapse represented a 
failure of a particular economic model, the government still sought solutions within the 
assumptions of that failed model. A small number of commentaries and analyses mounted 
a challenge: although not well covered in the mainstream press or media, they were 
relevant to the welfare of children, for they confront the core issue of our social model. 
Examples are Is Feidir linn A better Ireland is possible and Vision for an inclusive, equal, 
sustainable Ireland; the work of Claiming our future and the think tank TASC (Recovery 
with equity); and academic contributions such as Mary Murphy & peadar Kirby: Toward 
a second Republic (2011). Similar proposals have been made in Europe, both to halt the 
impact of austerity packages on the poor, develop enlightened alternatives and to re-
invigorate the European social model (Duffy, 2011; Marinakou, 2011).

4.2 CHoICES

The original Tomorrow’s child (2008) found that for most children, Ireland was a good 
place in which to grow up, with many favourable social trends – but that about a fifth 
of Irish children faced difficulty or hardship and were likely to continue to do so, an 
outcome of the social model of development pursued by the Irish state for the past 
twenty years. That was before 2008. Since then, not only has the situation of the one 
fifth become more adverse, but ever larger numbers of families and children have 
been drawn into the impoverishment caused by the decisions of government that 
followed. progress made in improving the situation of children has been undermined 
and their future welfare is now threatened. That ‘fifth’ may well grow to a quarter, or 
more. Despite that, there are ways in which enlightened social policies and choices by 
government can first, minimize the damage done to children and second, set the state 
on a path that opens a more equal and fair social future for all children. The current 
crisis may, especially as it deepens, force a reconsideration of the type of choices and 
models of development which our society could follow. Construction of the world for 
tomorrow’s child is a good starting point for making those choices. 
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TERMS oF REFEREnCE

In november 2008, Barnardos published Tomorrow’s child, a comprehensive description 
of the situation facing children in Ireland at that time, looking not only at trends then 
current but projecting, should those trends continue, the future of children in Ireland for 
the following five to ten years. Tomorrow’s child covered demographic trends, economic 
and social developments, the policy environment and patterns in the evolution of 
family life, settlement, technology, leisure, health, lifestyles and the environment. 

The situation changed dramatically since then, with the banking and economic 
collapse of 2008-9 and the agreement between the government and the International 
Monetary Fund and other lenders in 2010. government funding was sharply reduced, 
with the prospect of several further years of austerity, which will inevitably impact on 
children. The broad purpose of this exercise is to revise Tomorrow’s child in the light of 
these dramatically changed circumstances and:

•	 Edit projections for the future of children in the light of changed circumstances;

•	 provide a substantial account of what is known of how the changes of the past 
three years have impacted on children;

•	 Take account of the changed policy environment, notably the establishment, by 
the government elected in March 2011, of a new Department of Children and youth 
Affairs, as well as an agency for child protection.

Specifically, the report is to be alert to: 

•	 new demographic information, particularly in the areas of birthrate, new numbers of 
children, schooling, migration and the new communities;

•	 The impact of budget cuts since 2008 and their differential effects, for example 
those affecting child benefit, educational provision (e.g. special needs assistants, 
Travellers), the new ‘free school year’ and the effects on families of the growth of 
unemployment from 4% to 14% and subsequent indebtedness. particular attention 
will be given to the funding of services for children, be that by government or non-
governmental organisations;
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•	 The implications for children of the text between the government and our IMF and 
other lenders;

•	 Changes in the institutional environment, with the closing of agencies responsible 
for children and their welfare; and in education (e.g. new schools, school ownership, 
student fees);

•	 Important reports (e.g. Cloyne), institutional developments (e.g. director of children’s 
services), service developments (e.g. Children’s Services Committees, the Atlantic 
initiatives), publications of the academic community (e.g. TCD, UCD, nUIg) and the 
differences in approach of the new government;

•	 new information on social and educational trends (e.g. child poverty, literacy and 
numeracy, wellbeing (e.g. recent reports by UnICEF and the oECD), use by children 
of new technologies (e.g. 8-year-olds on Facebook).
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