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Preface
times are tough economically. Barnardos knows that for those  
children and families living in the most marginalised and disadvantaged 
communities across ireland, times have never been tougher. through our 
work we have seen the consistent challenges facing children and families 
in these communities throughout both the boom and bust years. they 
didn’t have a golden period when times got easier yet now we see the 
increasing hardship they face due to the recession. 

Children and families who had too little to begin with have been further 
disadvantaged by cuts to community and public services and reduced 
social welfare income. We know there’s only one conclusion to be taken 
from the situations we see on the ground on a daily basis: children and 
families can’t take any more. What they don’t have, they can’t give and  
the daily struggle to make ends meet is becoming increasingly difficult 
for them. 

Budget 2011 is looming and all indications are that it is going to be 
terrible. the measures outlined in it are being described as very stark. 
While government tries to prepare and soften us for what they call the 
necessary hard choices, we fear that we should be preparing for the 
inevitable consequences that cuts to social welfare, health and education  
will have. further reliance on moneylenders just to get through the 
month, more children going hungry, more children waiting longer for 
crucial treatment for illnesses that demand early intervention, more 
children leaving school early, more young people getting involved in  
drugs and crime. We see the consequences both for those children 
the system will abandon and for society. Both will be paying for these 
decisions for countless years to come. 

We’re all dreading december this year. But while the post-budget 
depression for many of us will lift as we readjust and shave those little 
extras from our personal budgets, some families will be left with stark 
choices between paying bills or buying food. there are choices; it’s not as 
black and white as currently being presented. government must look at 
targeting those options that hit where it will hurt the least, not the most 
in Budget 2011.

fergus finlay Ceo Norah gibbons director of Advocacy

november 2010   
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Sarah  

Sarah lives in a local authority housing estate with her mum, dad and 
two brothers. Her dad works part-time in a local garage, her mum 
doesn’t go out to work. 

INTrODUcTION
despite government’s insistence that Budget 2010 protected the 
vulnerable in ireland, 2010 has been a real struggle for many families 
and children across the country. for low income families, every day 
is a struggle to cover even the basics. these families have paid their 
share towards economic recovery through reduced social welfare 
payments, income levies and stealth taxes. this reality is against a 
backdrop of government’s ongoing support for failing banks which 
subsequently results in a constant commentary of insufficient 
resources to improve public services and supports. this raises serious 
questions of societal and governmental priorities and responsibilities. 

Barnardos sees the impact of the current economic climate on children 
and families every day. our staff report increases in domestic violence, 
increased use of money lenders in communities that can least afford to 
repay the exorbitant interest rates, longer waiting times for children in 
desperate need of crucial developmental and health assessments and 
longer waiting times for supports once assessments have been made. 
they point to children who wait so long to get an assessment that they 
start school without the support they need and are lost to the system 
before they have even begun. they point to social work teams so under-
resourced and overstretched that only the most serious of cases get 
taken on; leaving children without support in situations most people 
would consider unacceptable and terrifying. they point to families so 
stretched financially that they cannot afford to take children to a gp  
even when there is a very serious risk to the child’s health and well-being. 
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David

David lives with his mum and dad and older sister in a semi-detached 
house in a suburb of Dublin. Both his parents work full time.

the government has consistently failed to reform the system to  
support children and families in the most basic ways. Across social 
welfare, education and health, the system remains locked and inflexible. 
We continue to make the mistakes of the past; we continue to fail 
to recognise the need to shift our focus from crisis management to 
prevention and early intervention across our public sector services. 
We continue to prioritise a model of wealth distribution that does not 
address ongoing societal issues that affect us all and locks generations 
of children into cycles of poverty and disadvantage.

While Barnardos recognises the urgency to stabilise public 
finances, Budget 2011 must ensure that measures taken will not 
adversely affect those families and children who are already living 
in disadvantage and on low incomes. the least we ask for our most 
vulnerable children is that their life chances are not curbed by yet 
another Budget that fails to protect them. We need an end to false 
rhetoric that pretends to protect the vulnerable in our society and 
a Budget that actually does it. talk is cheap in ireland; it’s time to 
put our money where our mouths are. these low income families 
have already paid the price for other people’s poor decisions.
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HOW DO We PaY fOr THIS?
As a nation we must begin to move towards a more redistributive model 
of wealth sharing. measures that Barnardos believes could generate the 
savings needed while protecting the most vulnerable include: 
 
•	 Standardise	all	discretionary	tax	reliefs; 
•	 Reduce	earnings	cap	for	pension	contribution	tax	relief	to	€100,000; 
•	 Introduce	a	1%	wealth	tax	on	all	assets	worth	more	than	€1	million,	 
 (regardless of residency rules); 
•	 Increase	the	tax	take	by	broadening	and	deepening	the	tax	 
   base through:  
 - reducing tax breaks for the wealthy to eu levels; 
 - end tax exile loopholes by making citizenship the basis for taxation  
  for high earners. 
•	 Although	the	Croke	Park	agreement	is	being	progressed,	there	is	still 
 scope to reform the public sector and implement some of the  
 recommendations of the oeCd towards an integrated public sector1.

1 sinn fein (2009) The Road to Recovery; Community & voluntary pillar 2010 Government must protect the 
vulnerable says Community and Voluntary Pillar of Social Partners; Community platform 2010 Tax Reform  
for a Better more Equal Ireland





9

David age 4

David goes to a primary school five miles away as his parents want 
him to go to a non-denominational school. David and his sister go to a 
homework club after school and then get picked up by a childminder 
who minds them until their mum gets home. after six months in junior 
infants, David’s teacher and homework facilitator have both noticed 
that he’s behind the other kids in his class in reading. 

He also has difficulty concentrating and is disruptive in class. They 
call his mum in for a meeting and recommend she go to her gP. The gP 
refers him to an occupational therapist she has worked with before and 
David’s mum makes an appointment with her for a month’s time. 

SOcIal Welfare
for families reliant on social welfare, the recent cuts to adult payments 
and Child Benefit along with the loss of the Christmas bonus have had 
a significant impact on the household budget. in reality this can mean 
families making choices between either bringing a child to the doctor or 
doing grocery shopping. 

this is an indication that vulnerable families are struggling to meet the 
cost of day to day life; these families absolutely cannot sustain any more 
cuts to their already meagre budget. 



 10 

Sarah age 4

Sarah is going to a local primary school with lots of other kids from the 
estate. Six months into junior infants, her teacher has noticed that she 
has a hard time concentrating, following instructions and sitting still. 
She is disruptive in class. They recommend her mum takes her to the gP. 
The gP refers her to the HSe for an assessment with the occupational 
therapist, suspecting she has a mild learning disability. Sarah gets put 
on a waiting list in the local HSe office.

Adult pAyment 
poor children grow up in poor households so the rate of the adult 
payment is crucial to their well-being. living in poverty and with 
disadvantage has adverse affects on all aspects of a child’s life. families 
reliant on social welfare also depend on the Qualified Child increase (QCi) 
and yet still find themselves struggling to make ends meet and provide 
for their children. it is not an exaggeration to say that there are children 
in ireland who do not have enough to eat. Barnardos has had to respond 
to this by providing breakfast for children arriving at some of the early 
years services as otherwise the children struggle with concentration. 
We cannot ignore this reality in ireland in 2010. Any further cuts to 
social welfare will exacerbate existing difficulties for these families. 

recOmmeNDaTIONS:  
• maintain adult social welfare rates at current levels for 2011; 
• maintain the Qualified Child increase at current rates for 2011. 

Child Benefit 
the increases in social welfare rates, particularly Child Benefit, in 
recent years have seen a corresponding decrease in consistent child 
poverty	rates,	with	a	reduction	from	9.7%	in	2004	to	6.3%	in	20082. 
last year Barnardos welcomed government’s decision to take up our 
recommendation that any cut to Child Benefit be compensated by a 
commensurate increase in Qualified Child increase. however, given 
the crucial role of Child Benefit as the key lever in the process of 
reducing child poverty, a further cut to the payment this year would be 
counterproductive. further cuts are not sustainable given the costs 
associated with child rearing and childcare and may push families at risk 
of poverty over the threshold.

recOmmeNDaTION:  
• maintain current rates of Child Benefit for 2011. 

2 Central statistics office (2009), EU Survey on Income and Living Conditions 2008 
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Working poor 
mirroring the onset of the recession, the increase in atypical work 
patterns and the introduction of the income levy, the scale of working 
poor	increased	from	21%	in	2003	to	26%	(116,000	people)	in	2008.	
it is imperative that this group are not further penalised with any 
reforms to the income tax system which would reduce the yield from 
low paid employment and effectively create another poverty trap. 

family income supplement (fis) is designed to top up the wages 
received from low paid employment and often serves as a lifeline 
for low income families. there are over 29,000 working families 
who claim fis on behalf of 58,000 children. however, the eligibility 
criteria are stringent and the payment is not automatic, resulting 
in many families being excluded from receiving the payment. 

recOmmeNDaTIONS: 
• re-adjust thresholds for fis to compensate for any changes in  
 the rate of, or eligibility criteria for, the income tax system or Child  
 Benefit payment; 
• given there are more smaller size families, realign the increases  
 in fis thresholds towards these families to ensure an effective  
 financial return from work; 
• promote the take up of fis by relaxing the minimum weekly 
 hours requirement for eligibility for a set period of time in  
 light of the reduction in working hours that many low paid  
 workers now experience. this would enable them to remain in  
 work, but working fewer hours, rather than having to leave work  
 altogether and become wholly reliant on social welfare payments.
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ChristmAs pAyment 
While Christmas is a time of celebration, presents and food, for families 
reliant on social welfare it often brings feelings of despair. many families 
are simply unable to provide for their children at this time of year. to ease 
this financial strain, Barnardos calls for the introduction of a Christmas 
payment for families in receipt of the Qualified Child increase and family 
income supplement. this should equate to an extra weeks payment. 

recOmmeNDaTION: 
• introduce a Christmas payment to the value of an extra  
 weeks payment for families in receipt of QCi and fis. 

lone pArents 
Nearly	one	in	five	of	those	living	in	lone	parent	households	(17.8%)	
were experiencing consistent poverty in 2008; and more than one third 
(36%)	of	people	in	lone	parent	households	were	at	risk	of	poverty	in	the	
same year3. As employment is a route out of poverty, facilitating access 
to employment is crucial and the Community employment scheme 
successfully achieves this. the proposals to cease the one parent family 
payment and disability payments to Ce workers would act as a further 
barrier to training and meaningful work for these groups and, given 
the current jobs market, would result in a return to indefinite welfare 
dependency. it would also have an adverse impact on the community 
infrastructure which relies heavily on Ce staff. Community child care  
in particular would be hit very badly by such a move. 

recOmmeNDaTION: 
• do not remove the one parent family payment and disability  
 payments from Ce workers. 

3 Central statistics office (2009), EU Survey on Income and Living Conditions 2008 
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David age 7

David has been seeing his occupational therapist for just over two 
years, after he was diagnosed with aDHD and dyspraxia, a condition 
which affects his motor skills and cognitive development. He’s been 
getting on well in school, his therapist helping him with methods of 
starting and completing tasks during school. He is still going to his 
homework club and although it’s difficult for him to keep up, he hasn’t 
fallen too far behind his class in his reading age. 

BACk to sChool Clothing & footWeAr AlloWAnCe (BsCfA) 
the number of children receiving the BsCfA has risen consistently from 
180,252 in 2007, to 277,713 in 2009 as more parents are unable to meet 
the costs of sending children back to school. the income guidelines 
applicable are very low and there is a distinction between one parent 
and two parent families, resulting in many low income families being 
ineligible and leaving parents to turn to alternative sources such as 
moneylenders to ensure their child has all they need for school. 

recOmmeNDaTION:  
• synchronise the income thresholds up to those applicable to fis  
 so all family types and all those in receipt of fis are eligible for  
 the BsCfA. 

direCt provision pAyment 
there has been no increase in the direct provision weekly payment of 
€19.10	per	adult	and	€9.60	per	child	since	their	introduction	in	1999.	
despite fluctuations in inflation and costs of living, families living in  
direct provision, many of whom have been awaiting decisions on their 
status for up to five years, are forced to live on this meagre amount to the 
detriment of both parents’ and children’s well-being. the risk of poverty 
for these families is further exacerbated as they can be ineligible for the 
Child Benefit payment. 

recOmmeNDaTION:  
• increase direct provision payments. 
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eDUcaTION
despite some reassurances outlined in the revised programme for 
government, the consequences of the cutbacks to the education sector 
announced in Budget 2009 are taking effect and are having an adverse 
impact on children. issues of large class sizes, delays in assessments, 
withdrawal of supports to deis schools, loss of traveller support 
initiatives and lack of rural transport are all hindering children from 
actively participating in school and reaching their educational potential. 

these issues are a direct result of reducing government expenditure 
on education (fourth lowest among oCed countries4) and are set 
against	a	backdrop	of	another	€23	billion	going	into	Anglo	Irish	
Bank. societal questions of where our priorities lie need to be 
urgently addressed. investment in education is one of the most 
basic means to providing children with a route out of poverty 
and has a role to play in decreasing long-term expenditure on 
social welfare, health and crime. Cuts to education are short 
sighted and create long-term problems for very short-term gain. 

4 oeCd (2010) Education at a Glance 2010 



 16 

Sarah age 7

Sarah has just gotten an assessment from the public occupational 
therapist in her area. She is diagnosed with aDHD and dyslexia and  
mild learning disability affecting her cognitive development, particularly 
in relation to language. She has been referred to a speech and language 
therapist. 

In school, she has been allocated a Special Needs assistant (SNa) who 
sits with her in class to help her with reading and other tasks. Her mam 
says she likes school more since the SNa came in.

eArly Childhood CAre And eduCAtion (eCCe) 
the full roll out of the free pre-school year is welcome; participating 
in quality eCCe is beneficial for all children, especially those who are 
disadvantaged. A testament to its importance is reflected in the fact that 
there	is	a	98%	take	up	and	it	is	only	in	its	first	full	year.	It	is	imperative	
that this scheme is saved from any cutbacks given that ireland already 
significantly lags behind international standards in the provision of  
state-subsidised eCCe. 

Across the eCCe sector, issues of affordability, quality and staff 
development remain an issue. service provision for 0-3year olds 
is expensive with the only subsidised option being the Community 
subvention scheme for parents on low incomes. this scheme is too 
narrow	as	according	to	the	CSO,	60%	of	households	say	they	do	not	 
have access to high quality, affordable childcare in their community5.  
the adherence to quality standards, namely síolta, along with having 
a highly skilled and trained workforce is imperative if eCCe is to have  
the greatest impact. 

recOmmeNDaTIONS: 
• ringfence funding for the continuation of the free pre-school year;  
• guarantee a successor to the national Childcare investment  
 programme (2006-2010) which will increase state-subsidised  
 facilities, ensure adherence to quality standards (síolta and  
 Aistear) and develop the professionalisation of the sector; 
• publish and implement the Workforce development plan for the  
 eCCe sector. 

5 Central statistics office (2009) Quarterly National Household Survey – Childcare, Quarter 4 2007
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ClAss size  
the issue of large class sizes remains a constant feature of our 
educational system and impacts disproportionately on those children 
who fall behind or need extra help. As a result of recent cuts in teacher 
numbers, more than one in five primary school children – almost 
107,000 pupils – are now in classes of 30 or more.  A recent Cso report 
found that ireland had the fifth highest pupil-teacher ratio in the eu6. 

recOmmeNDaTION:  
• reallocate teachers to ensure the original programme for  
 government commitment of reducing the average class size to  
 24 pupils per teacher by 2010/2011 is attained. 

6 Central statistics office (2010) Measuring Ireland’s Progress in 2009



 18 

support serviCes 
All children deserve to reach their educational potential. for some 
children, additional supports are required for them to achieve this.  
these supports include psychological support, resource teachers, 
special needs Assistants and language support teachers. the present 
long waiting lists to assess a child’s need for such supports can worsen 
the impact on the child’s health, development or behaviour, thereby 
hindering the child from reaching their educational potential. this, 
coupled with the loss of such supports, can be detrimental to a child’s 
ability to keep up with the class. it also places huge pressure on the class 
teacher to provide additional tuition to those children in need in an often 
already crowded classroom. the allocation of these supports and the 
length of time they are assigned to the child should be dictated by the 
needs of the child. Barnardos is aware of incidents where schools have 
been forced to seek and pay for private assessments for children (despite 
extreme constraints on their overstretched budgets) because the need 
was so great and the wait simply too long. this is simply not acceptable. 

recOmmeNDaTION: 
• recruit additional national educational psychological service (neps)  
 staff as promised to reduce waiting lists for psychological assessments; 
• ensure adequate funding of support teaching services to enable all 
 children to reach their educational potential.  



David age 10

David is going to his occupational therapist less frequently now he has 
overcome a significant number of his difficulties. He no longer has a 
childminder but goes to a new after school club that helps children with 
homework and furthers learning through arts and crafts. David really 
enjoys art and it helps his confidence to see he’s good at it. 

David’s mum has started to work part-time, after cutbacks in her 
workplace. She’s now home on Thursday and friday every week and has 
been using the time to take the kids out on excursions on one of the 
afternoon’s she’s home. money is tighter, so the family decide not to go 
on holiday that summer and cut back on their food bill. 

sChool Book grAnt sCheme 
the costs of school books can be prohibitive for families on low 
incomes, especially when there are a number of siblings returning 
to school. Book rental schemes can significantly reduce the costs 
to parents. the department of education and skills has changed 
how it assists schools in helping families with the costs of school 
books. instead of principals applying for funding, schools will receive 
payments on a capitation basis. the distribution of the funds will 
still be at the discretion of the principal, although it is strongly 
encouraged that a school book rental scheme be established. it is 
hoped this development will also support recycling of books and a 
reduction in the use of new editions of books with such frequency.

recOmmeNDaTION: 
• ensure book rental schemes are established with the capitation  
 funding received. 

19
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HOUSINg
All children deserve a place to call home, somewhere that is 
comfortable, safe and warm. Adequate housing and its environment 
plays a crucial role in a child’s life and their future life chances. 
in 2010, all housing tenures are still reeling from the aftermath 
of the property market crash with issues of mortgage arrears, 
substandard rented accommodation and lengthy waiting lists 
for families seeking social housing being common features.

Also the public private partnership regeneration plans envisaged for 
certain communities in dublin and limerick have been abandoned or 
downsized. families who are victim to these circumstances continue 
to live in extremely substandard accommodation with inadequate 
and unsafe facilities, jeopardising children’s health and well-being. 
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Sarah age 10

Sarah has been going to her speech and language therapist for a year 
now. It has made a huge difference to her but her reading age remains 
five years behind her classmates. She still finds it hard to keep up in 
class but her SNa continues to help her. Her concentration is improving 
as a result of the one to one attention she receives. 

at home, Sarah’s dad has lost his job and things in the house are tense. 
With less money coming in and her brother going into secondary school 
in September, Sarah can’t go on her school trip at the end of the year.

rent supplement 
the continued reliance on rent supplement to assist those in the 
private rented sector needs to be addressed. local authorities 
need to be adequately resourced to ensure that those people on 
rent supplement for longer than six months are transferred to the 
rental Accommodation scheme (rAs). in circumstances where the 
rAs is not an option for those on rent supplement for two years or 
more a rent differential scheme should operate along the lines as 
it does for those using social housing. this equitable scheme does 
not create the poverty traps associated with rent supplement and 
would therefore facilitate the take up of low paid employment. 

recOmmeNDaTIONS: 
• resource local authorities to deliver an adequate supply of rental 
 Accommodation scheme units and to enable them to carry out 
 necessary inspections to ensure compliance with standards;  
• implement a rent differential scheme for those on rent supplement 
 for more than two years where the rAs is not an option.



energy poverty 
Across the housing sector – social housing, private rented and owner 
occupier – the issue of energy poverty is a real concern for families on 
low incomes. this is due to a number of factors including the introduction 
of	a	carbon	tax;	a	proposed	5%	rise	by	the	ESB;	energy	inefficient	
homes and a reliance on a private car due to inadequacies in public 
transport. Already 100,000 customers have fallen behind in their energy 
household bills7. With the onset of winter families should not be deprived 
of heat which would significantly affect their health and well-being. 

recOmmeNDaTIONS: 
• introduce the compensatory measures to offset the carbon tax for  
 low income families; 
• Agree percentage allocation from carbon tax income fund to  
 specifically address energy poverty.  

7 Irish Times 23rd september 2010

23





25

HealTH
A child’s health is determined by many factors including the conditions 
in which they live, household income and access to quality healthcare 
services. for children living in poverty, access to these healthcare 
services is hindered due to lengthy delays and insufficient resources  
and facilities in the public health system in ireland. 

A year is a long time in a child’s life and yet many children wait that long 
and longer for access to crucial services such as speech and language 
therapy, child psychology and even eye tests. in fact, almost 4,000 
children in dublin are waiting for speech and language therapy, with 
the majority waiting up to four months for an assessment8. Children 
are left to cope with difficulties that can hold them back in their normal 
development and impact significantly on their mental and physical  
well-being. the impact can also affect children’s experience of education 
and their educational attainment. 

8 Sunday Business Post, 4th october 2010 

David age 13

David is in his first year in secondary school. He has found it very 
difficult to settle in and for the first three months didn’t want to go  
at all. He finds it hard to keep up with the changing class schedule  
and range of subjects and he’s fallen behind. He is acting out in class.  
In his fourth month he gets suspended for throwing a chair across  
a classroom. 

His mum and dad have been worried about how things are going and 
decide that, despite financial difficulties, they need to get him some 
help outside school. They get him grinds for english and maths and 
also let him take an art class on Saturdays as it seems to relax him. 
His mum is trying to find another full-time job but in the meantime 
continues to work part-time and is getting some freelance work which 
is helping. Paying the mortgage is difficult with his dad’s recent pay cut 
so the family have cut back more on spending including cancelling their 
private health insurance.
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primAry CAre/Community serviCes 
despite commitments made in towards 2016 to establish 300 primary 
care teams by 2008 and further commitments for 530 teams by 2011, at 
the end of July 2009, just 125 teams were operating. A further 24 teams 
were holding clinical team meetings among hse staff, but gps were not 
participating, while an additional 132 teams were at ‘various stages of 
development’9. 

the movement towards a fully operational primary care model of health 
service delivery continues to be hampered by high costs associated 
with community health services and inadequate free or subsidised 
access to such services. As a nation we have been promising to provide 
our communities and our children with early intervention access to 
these services for ten years, yet many children continue to struggle with 
difficulties that could be dealt with appropriately through timely access 
to the appropriate services. Children’s health and development must not 
be sacrificed in Budget 2011.

recOmmeNDaTIONS: 
• Budget 2011 must maintain current spending levels for the delivery  
 of primary care services to avoid regression on the small advances  
 achieved in recent years; 
• ensure that any child under five waiting more than three months for  
 occupational or speech and language therapy can access these  
 services automatically through the national treatment purchase fund; 
• introduce controlled and lower user fees for those on moderate or low  
 incomes and for those with high needs for community-based services  
 to avoid the current system whereby those on low incomes but not in  
 receipt of medical cards cannot access free or subsidised community  
 based services as recommended by the expert group on resource  
 Allocation and financing in the health sector10. 

9 Children’s rights Alliance (2010) Is the Government Keeping its Promises to Children: Report Card 2010 
10 department of health and Children (2010) Report of the Expert Group on Resource Allocation and Financing 
in the Health Sector, dublin.
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mentAl heAlth 
mental health services continue to be under prioritised in ireland, 
particularly with respect to children and adolescents, many of whom  
fall through the numerous cracks in the system. 

despite modest improvements in recent years, inpatient facilities for 
young people under 18 remain short of the 100 beds needed to ensure 
that all children who need it get the right support at the right time. in 
2009, 200 children and adolescents were admitted to adult psychiatric 
units potentially putting them at greater risk of harm and substantially 
delaying their recovery. likewise, progress on the establishment of 
Child and Adolescent Community mental health teams (Cmhts) has 
been slow. of the 78 teams Child and Adolescent Cmhts recommended 
in A vision for Change, only 50 such teams were in place in 200911. the 
majority of these teams are operating without the appropriate level of 
staffing resulting in services being unable to respond adequately to 
children’s needs. in december 2009, 2,608 children and adolescents 
were waiting to be seen by a Cmht. 623 had been waiting for six to 
12 months, while 562 had been waiting for more than a year12.

recOmmeNDaTIONS: 
• ringfence current spending for child and adolescent mental health  
 services in Budget 2011; 
• remove the recruitment embargo for Child and Adolescent  
 Cmhts and continue to develop teams with the full compliment  
 of clinical and non-clinical staff as recommended in A vision  
 for Change. 

11 irish mental health Coalition (2009) Third Anniversary of A Vision for Change: Late for a Very Important Date. 
12 health services executive (2009) Annual Report and Financial Statements 2009.
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Sarah age 13

Sarah has just started secondary school. She hates it as she no longer 
has her SNa and she’s falling behind and can’t keep up with the classes 
changing all the time. She is frustrated and feels stupid. She often acts 
out in class and is sent to detention. In the second term, she gets into 
trouble with some of her friends for skipping class and smoking behind 
the sheds. The principal tries to teach her a lesson by suspending her. 

at home, Sarah’s parents are upset and angry with her suspension. 
fights become more common in the house as Sarah starts staying out 
late. financial pressures at home increase with two kids in secondary 
school. Her dad is looking for work, but there’s nothing around. 

mediCAl CArd 
medical cards are a vital support to families dependent on social welfare 
and low incomes. however, many low income families who need support 
with health care costs are ineligible for the medical card due to the 
income thresholds which are applicable to the scheme. lack of access to 
affordable healthcare means that many children’s ill-health risks going 
undiagnosed and untreated resulting in potential long-term damage. 

Barnardos is aware of a number of cases where children in families 
dependent on part-time, low income employment just above the medical 
card income threshold have been forced to refrain from taking children to 
the gp because of the associated costs despite the seriousness of issues 
involved, including risk of suicide.

the recent introduction of a 0.50c prescription charge to all patients 
including medical card holders will result in some patients not being able 
to afford the necessary drugs and ending up requiring hospitalisation, 
which will cost the exchequer a lot more in the long-term. 

recOmmeNDaTIONS: 
• ensure medical card income guidelines and disregards are in line  
 with social welfare rates, to ensure that those on social welfare or  
 low incomes have access to health services; 
• Change the system to allow those previously unemployed who  
 find work to keep their medical card for two years in recognition of  
 the increase of low paid, part-time employment due to the recession; 
• exempt medical card holders from the prescription charge. 
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cHIlD PrOTecTION ServIceS
the ryan implementation plan is the blueprint for the reform of the child 
protection services. however, its roll out is extremely slow and this delay 
has a daily adverse impact on children and families in need. 

services are only dealing with crises rather than investing time and 
personnel in preventative strategies which would greatly assist families, 
protect children at risk of harm and abuse and ultimately reduce the 
demand on child protection services in the long run. 
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ConstitutionAl Amendment 
improvements in child protection services must be coupled with 
the insertion of children’s rights into the Constitution. significant 
advancements towards holding a referendum have been made through 
obtaining all party consensus on a proposed wording and an allocation 
of	€15m	in	2010.	The	delay	to	holding	a	referendum	is	unacceptable;	
children in ireland deserve the highest level of protection the law can 
afford and to know that their best interests and welfare are of paramount 
importance to irish society.

recOmmeNDaTION:  
•	 Roll	over	the	€15m	allocated	to	holding	a	referendum	in	2011	and	set	 
 a date for the referendum to be held. 

soCiAl Work serviCes 
despite the promise of more child protection social workers in 2010, 
the ongoing shortage of social work staff results in present staff being 
extremely over-stretched and facing an ever increasing number of 
caseloads. this means that children who are at risk but not assessed 
are often overlooked and frequently those who are assessed receive 
insufficient support from their allocated social worker. the irish 
Association of social Workers recently highlighted the fact that 793 
children in care do not have an allocated social worker13. this leaves  
many already vulnerable children at risk and floundering in a system  
in chaos. Aligned to this is the fact that resources do not always match 
need as identified in the hse national social Work and family support 
survey 2009. 

recOmmeNDaTION: 
• replace social work staff on leave and recruit additional  
 child protection social work staff to meet rising demand. 

13 irish Association of social Workers (15th september 2010) press release in response to hse July 
performance report www.iasw.ie 
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David age 17

David is studying for his leaving cert applied. He wants to do technical 
drawing in college and has applied for a place in a community college. 

His parents think he should go for architecture and are worried he 
won’t be able to earn much if he doesn’t go further. But since he’s doing 
well and seems happy, they decide not to push him now, thinking he 
can convert his diploma later on if he needs to. They’re relieved that 
the grinds will end in a few months as the cost is becoming difficult to 
maintain but they’re delighted the extra lessons have paid off.

out of hours  
many incidences requiring social work intervention with families occur 
outside office hours. however, there is no nationwide out-of-hours  
social work service. the current provision is very ad hoc, and even the hse 
recognises that there is a significant under-resourcing of such services. 
in practice, the out-of-hours services include relying on emergency foster 
care placement where available or the child presenting themselves to the 
gardai, which is inappropriate as the gardai are not sufficiently trained in 
child protection. the failure of the system to establish a comprehensive 
out-of-hours service potentially puts very vunerable children’s well-being 
and lives at risk. 

recOmmeNDaTION:  
• roll out a nationwide out-of-hours social work service. 



Sarah age 17

Sarah has dropped out of school but has gotten involved with a youth 
programme in the community after getting arrested for drunken 
disorderly a year ago. She’s really enjoying the youth programme, 
especially the drama bit. 

Her mam and dad are delighted she’s found something to do and that 
she enjoys. Her dad still hasn’t found work and money continues to be 
tight. Sarah says she wants to be an actress. Her mum would prefer if 
she did a beauty course or something as she might get a paid job. She 
doesn’t want her to rely on social welfare like they’ve had to in the last 
few years. 
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AfterCAre  
At present, the provision of aftercare under the Child Care Act 1991 is 
discretionary. Where it is delivered it is often inconsistent and erratic. 
Aftercare services must be child centred and holistic and provided to 
children leaving the care system to assist and support them in their 
transition from care to an independent adult life. the wide range of 
supports needed include financial, accommodation, training and 
education and general advice and information. young people leaving  
the care system are particularly vulnerable and the absence of supports 
leaves them exposed to risks of homelessness, drug/alcohol addiction, 
prostitution and imprisonment. 

recOmmeNDaTIONS:  
• Amend the Child Care Act 1991 via the Child Care (Amendment)  
 Bill 2009 to place a statutory obligation on the state to provide  
 aftercare services; 
• Adequately resource services to enable full implementation of the 
 national Aftercare policy.
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sepArAted Children  
separated Children are an extremely vulnerable group of children who 
are outside their country of origin without the protection of their parents 
or guardians and may have been trafficked or smuggled into the country. 
of the 5,889 separated children referred to the hse between 2000 and 
2009, 2,818 were placed in care and 2,858 were reunited with family 
members. the remainder were deemed to be over 18, sent back to other 
eu jurisdictions or went missing from care. 

the ryan implementation plan (2009) recommended that the hse end 
the use of separately run hostels for separated children seeking asylum 
and instead implement an equity of care policy by accommodating them 
in mainstream care, on a par with other children in the care system. this 
means that the majority of separated children coming into the care of the 
hse will now be placed in foster care after an initial assessment. in 2009, 
the hse closed most of the hostels and by July 2010 only two remained  
– these will close by december 2010. 

recOmmeNDaTION: 
• ensure that the roll out of the equity of care policy continues and 
 that separated children are allocated a social worker and necessary  
 supports to ease their integration into irish communities. 

Child proteCtion ConCerns in direCt provision system 
the accommodation of asylum-seeking parents and children in direct 
provision should be discontinued especially in circumstances where 
families are forced to share crowded accommodation space. serious 
child protection concerns arise in such situations due to the lack of 
privacy within and outside the family. 

recOmmeNDaTION: 
• Cease over-crowding in direct provision centres and ensure  
 follow up on any child protection concerns raised. 



cONclUSION
public services remain inadequate and under-resourced, adversely 
affecting the most vulnerable children in ireland. Children’s lives 
are stunted by poverty, disadvantage and an uneven playing field 
in access to education, health and housing services. this access 
to and provision of comprehensive essential social services has 
always played second fiddle to other priorities and now, in an era of 
recession, they are pushed further down the governmental agenda. 
it is extremely telling that child protection was only covered on 
the agenda of a hse board meeting for the first time in 2010. 

ireland has too long upheld a policy of seen but not heard with 
regards to those children living on the margins of our society. they 
have been abandoned in forgotten communities across the country. 
despite lip service and mediocre attempts to redress inequalities 
through under resourced services, the situation on the ground has 
not improved substantially or adequately for these children. this 
government has burdened yet another generation of families and 
children with disadvantage and a future generation of policy makers 
with the long-term costs of its ongoing failure to move ireland 
towards a model of prevention and early intervention and away 
from the chaos of crisis management in public services. Budget 
2011 must do what Budget 2010 failed to do and actually protect 
the most vulnerable in irish society from increased hardship. 
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