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2009 will be a difficult year. The threat of recession is already foreshadowed by increasing 
unemployment and rising cost of living. For many of us, the coming belt-tightening is an 
inevitable reality but one that means perhaps cutting back on non-essential luxuries and more 
careful budgeting. For the one in nine children who continue to live in consistent poverty in 
Ireland, the outcome will be much worse unless Budget 2009 acts to ensure that they are 
protected. Families already struggling to meet the cost of food, essential medicines, fuel, 
housing and education will need extra support to ensure that they can provide even the most 
basic necessities for their children.

Barnardos Children’s Budget 2009 is committed to ensuring that those children already  
living in poverty are not further forgotten when the going gets tough. 

Our recommendations highlight the need for targeted income support for vulnerable families. 
It is vital that Budget 2009 looks long-term at the economic value in continuing to invest 
in our children and their future. Retrenchment now would reflect a false economy that will 
fail to support our most vulnerable children and fuel the vicious poverty cycle that our most 
disadvantaged communities find themselves in. 

Prioritising investment in quality Early Childhood Education and Care and in our primary  
education system is essential to break the cycle of poverty for the most vulnerable children  
in our society. 

Barnardos Children’s Budget 2009 reflects the need for government to invest in children  
both now and for the future to give them the tools they need to reach their full potential.  
Budget 2009 is an opportunity to rally behind our most vulnerable children and commit to 
giving them a brighter tomorrow.

Norah Gibbons 
Director of Advocacy and Central Services 
October 2008

Foreword
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Introduction

There is still one in nine children living in consistent poverty 
in Ireland1 and this figure will rise given the continued bleak 
economic outlook. Living in poverty affects every aspect of a child’s 
development in the short term and into adulthood. Barnardos knows 
that poor children are raised in poor households and the impact of 
poverty affects them more than adults especially in the early years2. 
Increasing the family income is essential to combating child poverty.
 
Qualified Child Allowance (QCA)
 
Families living in poverty are affected most by rising costs of living 
coupled with poorer employment prospects. Greater targeted 
assistance is needed for them to reduce the impact of poverty on 
children. In the absence of progress towards a more integrated 
targeted child income support Barnardos recommends increasing 
the QCA to €30 per week. 
 

Social Welfare
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Family Income Supplement (FIS)

The Family Income Supplement is designed to top up the wages 
received from low paid employment. It is important that as many 
families as possible who are in low paid employment can access 
this vital extra finance. To date FIS has favoured larger size  
families leaving those families with 3 or fewer children often  
failing to qualify by small amounts. Barnardos calls for the increase  
in income guidelines to assist those families and improve take up  
of the payment.  
 
Back to School Clothing and Footwear Allowance

(BSCFA)

All families reliant on social welfare and in low paid employment find 
it hard to meet the costs associated with sending their children to 
school. It costs approximately €400 to send a primary school pupil to 
school and nearly €880 for a secondary school pupil. This includes 
the costs of clothing, footwear and books. The BSCFA is designed to 
assist low income families meet these costs but differences in income 
guidelines between two parent and one parent families mean that 
some of those it is designed to help are ineligible for the payment.

Recommendations

  Increase the Qualified Child Allowance from  
€24 per week to €30.

 
  Refocus FIS income guidelines to increase take up by 

smaller family units and increase the income calculation  
of the payment from 60% of gross income to 70%. 

  Increase the rate of the BSCFA from €200 to €250  
for children aged 2-11 years and from €305 to €350  
for those aged 12-22 years. 

  Synchronise the income thresholds of the BSCFA up  
to those applicable to FIS so all family types and all 
those in receipt of FIS are eligible for the allowance. 

1 CSO (2007) EU-SILC figures 2006.
2  Duncan, G.J. et al, (1998) ‘How much does childhood poverty affect the life chances of children?’ 

American Sociological Review, Vol 63, No.3.
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Introduction

Ireland’s approach to early childhood services continues to be 
fragmented between the welfare (childcare) and education (early 
education) sectors while also trying to meet the needs of working 
parents. This fragmentation continues to perpetuate rather than 
eliminate child poverty and leaves many early childhood services  
out of reach of those trying to return to work3.
 
Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC)

Participating in quality ECEC is beneficial for all children particularly 
those who are disadvantaged. Yet issues around quality, accessibility 
and affordability remain outstanding. 
 
The Early Childcare Supplement of €1,100 per annum to all children 
under six costs the exchequer €350m per annum. This far exceeds 
the National Economic and Social Forum’s (NESF) estimated cost 
of €145m for providing a universal, free, quality half-day pre-school 
place to all children the year prior to joining primary school. 
 
Barnardos wants every child to have access to a guaranteed, 
quality, regulated ECEC place for one year, staffed by well-trained 
individuals capable of providing for the development and well-being 
of each child in their care and inspected to ensure compliance with 
state regulations. As a society, we cannot afford to postpone investing 
in children until they become adults. Nor can we wait until they reach 
school age – a time when it may be too late to intervene4.

Early Childhood Education and Care
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Recommendations

  Integrate the current childcare and early education 
policies through the implementation of the NESF 
blueprint for universal access to ECEC. Ensure that 
children who are disadvantaged are prioritised. 

  Provide professional quality training for all those 
working with pre-school age children. 

  Ensure roll out and compliance with SIOLTA –  
The National Quality Framework for Early  
Childhood Education. 

  Enhance the affordability of ECEC by committing further 
resources to and simplifying the administration of the 
Community Childcare Subvention Scheme thereby 
extending eligibility transparently and consistently. 

3  Combat Poverty Agency (2008) The Role of Early Childhood Care and Education –  
an Anti-Poverty Perspective, Noirin Hayes, Dublin. 

4  Heckman, J. (2002) Invest in the Very Young, Ounce of Prevention Publication, University 
of Chicago.
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Introduction

Education is a proven route out of poverty; it enhances the career 
prospects of children in adulthood and has long-term benefits for 
society through its role in reducing social welfare dependency. 
However, the affects of educational disadvantage continues to 
plight the lives of children5. The roll out of the DEIS (Delivering 
Equality of Opportunity in Schools) strategy continues although its 
impact on tackling educational disadvantage remains debatable; 
the initiatives are not rolled out in all designated schools and overall 
exchequer expenditure on education remains low particularly for 
primary school pupils. 
 
School absenteeism and early school leaving

Early school leaving persists with the national Leaving Certificate 
retention rate remaining static at 83.7%, although regional variations 
can be significant with Dublin city’s retention rate being 72.1%6.  
In 2006, as per previous years, there were over 1,100 children who 
failed to transfer between primary and secondary schools or whose 
whereabouts within the school system was unknown7.
 
Towards 2016 made a commitment to reduce early school leaving 
to 10% by 2010 and to provide 40 extra staff to the National 
Education Welfare Board to assist tackling absenteeism. To date only 
15 of these places have been recruited, bringing the total number 
of staff to 109 – only about one third of the staff required to run the 
service efficiently8. Any cutbacks in the budget to NEWB will have 
a serious impact on its service delivery, an impact we can ill afford 
when combating absenteeism is vital to improving Leaving Certificate 
retention rates. 

Educational Disadvantage
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Class sizes
 
The Programme for Government commitment to increase the 
number of teachers by 4,000 and reduce the average class size 
to one teacher per 27 pupils in 2007/08 and to 24 pupils by 
2010/2011 remains unfulfilled. At present over 100,000 children  
in primary schools are being taught in class sizes of 30 or more. 
 
Overcrowded classrooms and poor quality school buildings impact 
negatively on a child’s learning ability. At present 40,000 primary 
school pupils are attending classes in pre-fab buildings and some 
66% of the 1398 schools listed under the school building project 
are in serious need of repair despite €640m being allocated in 
2008 for school buildings9. 
 
Literacy Levels

The NAPSincl 2007-2016 set an ambitious goal to reduce the 
proportion of pupils with serious literacy difficulties in primary 
schools serving disadvantaged communities from the current  
27%-30% to less than 15% by 2016. Prioritising early intervention 
to improve literacy and numeracy skills in disadvantaged areas is 
highlighted in the Programme for Government yet only 147 schools 
are participating in a reading recovery programme as per the DEIS 
strategy. Children who experience literacy and numeracy difficulties 
find it extremely difficult to cope at second level. 

Recommendations

  Increase resources to the National Education  
Welfare Board so that it can continue to  
tackle absenteeism in schools both proactively  
and preventatively.

  Honour the Programme for Government commitment 
regarding reducing class sizes.

  Invest in reading and numeracy initiatives to  
fulfil commitment of reducing the rate of illiteracy 
among primary school pupils in disadvantaged  
areas by 2016.

5 Barnardos (2006) Make the Grade – Report on Educational Disadvantage, Dublin. 
6  Department of Education and Science (2008) Retention Rates for Pupils in  

Second Level Schools – 1999 Cohort, Dublin. 
7 Department of Education and Science (2006) Statistical Returns for Primary School Pupils.
8 Rochfort (2002) Organisation and Staffing Needs of the National Education Welfare Board.
9 Department of Education 2008 quoted in Irish Times 23rd July 2008.
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Introduction

All children have a right to a childhood free from harm and / or 
abuse, yet reform is needed in our child protection and welfare 
systems to ensure that children are offered the highest level of 
protection. At present, due to staff shortages and lack of resources 
children with the highest level of risk and need are frequently the only 
ones to receive support and interventions. 
 
Early intervention and prevention

Barnardos believes that support to families should operate along 
a conceptual continuum of child welfare, child protection, juvenile 
justice and mental health. The start of this continuum should be an 
early intervention and prevention system with children at low risk 
but high need, based on assessment and intervention directly to the 
family. This system, called the Differential Response Model, relies 
on interventions being flexible, available and delivered through a 
co-ordinated response from statutory and non-statutory agencies 
working together. It also operates in tandem with an investigative 
approach for high risk families where children are at risk of abuse 
and / or neglect. 
 
National 24hour social work service

The absence of a nationwide 24 hour social work service is placing 
children in potentially dangerous situations; family crises do not just 
happen within office hours. For children at risk, the experience of the 
child protection systems can be one of confusion, uncertainty and 
lack of confidence10. A properly resourced 24 hour professional 
social care service that includes both an early response mechanism 

Child Protection
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through which concerns are raised and a crisis response mechanism 
to respond to emergency situations as they arise is required.  
This would avoid incidences, for example, of children sleeping  
in A&E units or police stations. 
 
Constitutional amendment

The absence of explicit children’s rights in the Irish Constitution 
continues to leave children vulnerable, particularly children who have 
been abused, those who are in the care of the State or those involved 
in custody or access issues. Anything less than a Constitutional 
amendment is inadequate as children deserve the highest level of 
protection under the law and to know that their best interests and 
welfare are paramount. 
 
Separated Children / Unaccompanied Minors

Separated children / unaccompanied minors are an extremely 
vulnerable group of children; they are alone in this country and 
many have been trafficked or smuggled into Ireland for purposes of 
domestic servitude or sexual exploitation. The exact number of such 
children is unknown, however, for those who are in the care of the 
HSE, the majority are accommodated in hostels that have not been 
regulated or inspected. It is estimated that over 320 children have  
gone missing from the care of HSE between 2001-2005 some  
of whom have been subsequently trafficked.

Recommendations

  Effective roll out of the Differential Response Model to 
ensure more families receive intervention earlier thereby 
reducing incidences of child abuse and / or neglect. 

  Ring-fence funding for the establishment of a 24hr 
nationwide social work service as a matter of urgency. 

  Honour the commitment in the Programme for 
Government to hold a referendum on the insertion  
of children’s rights into the Irish Constitution. 

  Ensure separated children / unaccompanied minors  
in the care of the HSE receive the same standard  
of regulated care that applies to Irish children who  
are in the care system. 

  Ensure social work services are assigned to all 
separated children / unaccompanied minors to  
assist in the identification, assessment and referral  
of these children.10  Buckley, H (2008) Service Users Perceptions of the Irish Child Protection System, Office of the 

Minister for Children and Youth Affairs and Department of Health and Children.
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Introduction

A child’s health is determined by many factors including the 
conditions in which they live, household income and access to quality 
healthcare services. Health inequalities are quite stark in Ireland with 
40% of people at risk of poverty suffering from a chronic illness 
compared with 23% of the general population11. For children living  
in poverty access to these healthcare services are hindered due to 
the lengthy delays and insufficient resources and facilities associated 
with the public health system in Ireland. 
 
Medical Card

As promised, the income guidelines applicable for eligibility for 
medical cards must keep pace with increases in social welfare 
rates and wages. Otherwise, those families most in need will be 
ineligible for the medical card yet will not be able to afford to pay 
for medical treatment. It is estimated that 47,000 people living in 
consistent poverty do not have a medical card12. With the numbers 
of unemployed people rising, more families will find themselves 
ineligible for the medical card as the income threshold governing 
eligibility is below the current lowest rate of social welfare. This 
leaves children’s ill-health at risk of being undiagnosed and untreated 
resulting in potential long term damage. 
 

Health
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Disability Services

Despite the importance of early assessment and intervention, 
children are being forced to wait for essential services that would 
improve their health and quality of life. The age appropriate services 
most in need among children under 5 with a disability include speech 
and language therapy, occupational therapy and physiotherapy. 
However, lengthy delays can be experienced and this can seriously 
impede the child’s personal development. 
 
Mental Health

In Barnardos work with families, mental health issues in both 
parents and children are evident and can have a crippling affect 
on the child’s life. It is estimated that 20% of children are 
experiencing a mental health disorder at any one time, with 
varying levels of severity13. However, the healthcare system is 
failing them. Over 3,600 children are currently waiting to be 
assessed by psychiatrists; of these, more than 1,000 will have  
to wait more than 1 year14. The subsequent services offered  
after assessment are also limited with children ending up in  
adult psychiatric wards due to insufficient age appropriate care  
being offered at community level. In 2007, of the 328 children 
admitted for treatment, 59% were placed in adult units15. 

Recommendations

  Extend coverage of medical card through indexing 
the income thresholds with wages and doubling the 
income limit eligibility for parents with children aged 6 
and under as promised in Programme for Government. 

   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. 

  Expedite the implementation of the Vision for Change 
strategy recommendation to improve the primary care 
services for children and young people with mental 
health difficulties. 

  Establish the Community Mental Health Teams as 
promised as these teams would comprise of child 
psychiatrists, clinical nurse / community psychiatrist 
nurse, occupational therapists and psychologists 
amongst others. 

11  Institute of Public Health and Combat Poverty Agency (2008) Tackling Heath Inequalities –  
An All-Ireland Approach to Social Determinants, Dublin. 

12 Combat Poverty Agency (2007) Poor Prescriptions, Dublin. 
13 Irish College of Psychiatrists, (2004) A Better Future Now, Dublin.
14 Health Service Executive figures quoted in the Irish Times 24th July 2008.
15  Mental Health Commission (2008) Report on the Operation of Part 2 of  

the Mental Health Act 2001.
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Introduction 

All children deserve a place to call home, where they feel safe, warm 
and protected. For some children living in areas of disadvantage the 
poor quality housing, incidences of crime and anti-social behaviour 
and lack of facilities impacts negatively on their childhood and makes 
the cycle of poverty harder to break. 
 
Social Housing 

It was agreed in Towards 2016 that 73,000 social housing units 
would be provided between 2004 and 2012, equating to an average 
of 9,125 housing units annually. However, the most recent data show 
the Government is 7,353 social units behind this target,  
despite 43,684 households comprising 35,924 children in need of 
social housing16. In the absence of these houses, these households 
have to rely on private rented accommodation or emergency 
accommodation such as B&Bs for longer than is necessary. 
Accommodation in private rented premises can be substandard 
while living in B&Bs is not appropriate for children due to the lack 
of space and the transitory resident population. Also the stagnation 
of rejuvenation projects in St. Michael’s Estate, Inchicore, Dublin 
amongst others, through the withdrawal of the Public Private 
Partnership initiatives results in these families continuing to live in 
substandard accommodation. 

Housing and Homelessness
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Homelessness

For young people there are different identified routes into 
homelessness. These include coming out of the care system,  
familial conflict, abusive family situation and problematic behaviour 
e.g. drug misuse, criminality17. Incidences of mental ill health and 
alcohol and / or drug abuse are common among young homeless 
people. While elements of the Youth Homelessness Strategy (2001) 
have been effective, deficiencies remain, particularly the absence 
of a 24 hour nationwide social work service to assist the Gardai in 
meeting the immediate needs of these vulnerable young people.
 
However, meeting their needs through emergency accommodation 
is not guaranteed as increasing pressure on services results in more 
people sleeping on the streets. The newly launched The Way Home: 
A Strategy to Address Adult Homelessness in Ireland 2008-2013 
will shift emphasis towards seeking a more longer term  
solution through the private rented sector rather than relying on  
emergency hostel beds. However, a clear implementation plan  
with dedicated funding and resource allocations for this strategy 
have yet to be delivered. 
 

Recommendations

  Proactively increase the number of social housing units 
across the country.

 
  Remove all children and families from B&B 

accommodation once the emergency has passed.
 
  Ring-fence funding for the establishment of a 24hr 

nationwide social work service as a matter of urgency. 

  Improve provision of aftercare services for young people  
leaving the care system as frequently those leaving care 
experience homelessness.

 
  Conduct a review of the Youth Homelessness Strategy 

as promised in Towards 2016.
 
  Give clear budget and timelines for implementation  

of The Way Home strategy. 

16  Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government (2005)  
National Housing Needs, Dublin. 

17  Children’s Research Centre (2008) Not Just Homelessness - A study of out of home young 
people in Cork City, Dublin.
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Introduction

Access to leisure activities and out-of-school services is important  
for the social, emotional and educational growth of children and 
young people. However, for children and young people living in 
poverty, the opportunities to experience such activities are minimised. 
 
Out of School Services

Provision of quality out-of-school services is often limited and 
unregulated in Ireland and the National Childcare Investment 
Programme aims to create just 5,000 new places by 2010.  
These services are beneficial to all children and young people  
for improving their self-esteem and widening their experiences.  
These services can take different forms such as sporting clubs, 
homework clubs and uniformed groups but frequently they charge 
entry fees. 
 
Recreation and Alcohol

The demand for youth cafés and alcohol free facilities was reiterated 
again in 2008 Dáil na nÓg, yet the roll out of these facilities is slow 
despite commitments in the National Recreational Policy. To assist 
in reducing the incidences of alcohol binge drinking among young 
people these Cafés must be established as a matter of priority 
as promised in the Programme for Government. Barnardos also 
suggests reducing the availability of alcohol through increasing excise 
duty on drinks sold in licensed and off-licensed premises. 

Youth Services
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Recommendations

  Invest in nationwide Out-of-School Services to ensure 
they are affordable to all young people. 

  Full resourcing and implementation of the National 
Recreation Policy, prioritising the immediate 
development of a network of youth cafés around  
the country, with their roll-out to begin in rural areas  
and urban areas experiencing disadvantage. 

  Increase excise duty on alcohol to assist reducing 
alcohol consumption among young people. 
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Barnardos’ vision is an Ireland where childhood 

is valued and all children and young people are 

cherished equally.

Barnardos’ mission is to challenge and support 

families, communities, society and government to 

make Ireland the best place in the world to be a 

child, focusing specifically on children and young 

people whose well-being is under threat.
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