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INTRODUCTION

• Children going to school hungry
• Children going to school with no socks or underwear
• Children dropping out of school at 6th class, but nobody notices
• White bread for dinner again
• Children bullied because of a lisp – but it will be too late by the time it takes to

get a speech therapy appointment in two years

Does this picture come from the Ireland of the 1940s? The 1950s? Or even 
the 1980s? No, this is the post-Celtic Tiger Ireland of 2003! This picture of 
Children Living Without comes from Barnardos’ experience in meeting child poverty
every day in our services throughout Ireland. Children can’t wait for “issues” to be
“solved”. Childhood lasts for eighteen years but it stays with you for a lifetime.

Barnardos meets children experiencing poverty daily and we know all too well what
the human face of poverty looks like. The circumstances and effects of child and
family poverty are documented in the case studies which appear in this report. They
provide insights into the facts and features of poverty and illustrate its complexity
and the need for targeted and creative responses.

The case studies also demonstrate that while national strategies are essential, they
must have the capacity to be delivered locally and flexibly and in a way that knows
and understands each individual family “story”.

Firstly, though, there is a need to establish if the elimination of child poverty is an
actual and credible objective of Government. It is legitimate to ask if the declared
commitment to eliminate consistent child poverty (made in the National Children’s
Strategy (2000-2010)) remains a top priority for the present Government. It is
disturbing that the commitment to significantly increase child benefit over a three-
year timeframe (2001-2003) was greatly diluted in Budget 2003 with the extension
by a further two years of the timeframe for its achievement. Together with other
budgetary measures, for example, the freezing since 1994 of child dependant
additions, this raises serious questions about the Government’s intentions in this
area. 

It is certainly in the interests of children in general that the economy be prudently
managed, but it is surely in the interests of children experiencing poverty that
political choices favour the effective reversal of the conditions that have caused it.
In this respect Government action with effective measures to address the realities of
poverty is what is needed, rather than the dismissal of advocacy on poverty issues as
an “industry”.

There is also a need to ensure that there is both a political and public conviction that
child poverty can be eliminated. We must move from a passive acceptance that “the
poor will always be with us” – i.e. that there is an inevitable and therefore acceptable
level of child poverty – to angry, passionate and determined action to address it. This
is also about instilling a sense of hope and expectation, qualities that are often
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absent from the families experiencing the worst effects of poverty. Indeed, working
with hope is a core value of Barnardos – we never write off any child or family, or
consider any situation to be hope-less. We also have to renew hope for those who
have lost it and to give hope to those who never had it. This, it seems, is equally
necessary at national political level.

In spite of the economic progress of recent years it is unacceptable that we still have
a significant number of children – 90,000 or 8% of all children – living in
households where the income is below 60% of average disposable income and other
indicators of deprivation exist. This illustrates that, to use the well-known metaphor,
a rising tide may raise some boats, but it doesn’t raise all boats and those at the
bottom are likely to stay at the bottom. Therefore, while there is a need for effective
economic policy, improved universal provision and a commitment to achieving
greater social equity, those at the bottom also require very specific and sustained
assistance if their experience of deprivation and marginalisation is to change at all.
We also need to move from a fragmented and piecemeal series of individual
“projects” to a well-resourced national programme which is accessible to all children
and families. While we take it for granted that all children should have access to
education and healthcare, we don’t seem to be similarly committed to the idea that
all childhoods should be free from poverty. 

In Barnardos’ experience the reality is that children who are experiencing extreme
poverty are living in families where inadequate income is often accompanied by
factors such as poor parenting standards, poor life skills, addiction, violence, and so
on. These are the factors that allow them to be written off all too often as the authors
of their own misery. But there is another side which must be understood for any
intervention to be effective. Many parents have themselves had a poor experience of
being parented, unhappy memories of education and negative experiences of
authority figures. At the same time many families have great resources of emotional
warmth and care, and an heroic commitment to their children. Any strategy, if it is
to succeed in breaking through the continuing experience of poverty from generation
to generation, must be flexible enough to respond locally to the individual
circumstances of families and to provide more positive experiences for their children.
Above all, we must provide opportunities for children that were all too commonly
denied to their parents. 

A convincing and coherent case can be made for the elimination of child poverty on
the grounds of the rights of the child under the UN Convention on the Rights of the
Child which Ireland ratified in 1992. There is no better argument for determined,
effective Government action against child poverty than that it derives from the
Government’s own commitments, both to its own citizens and to the international
community. 

It is outrageous and simply not acceptable that children’s lives in the Ireland of today
should be blighted in the ways that will be apparent from the following case studies.
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But a compelling case can also be made on the grounds of society’s self-interest. For
one thing, an acceptance of child poverty and deprivation involves an acceptance of
its victims’ long term dependency on the State. On the other hand, its elimination
frees society to benefit from the realisation of their potential and their ensuing long
term contribution. Furthermore, since poverty is at the root of so many social ills –
including crime, violence, addiction, homelessness, the reinforcement of an
excluded, disaffected and marginalised group – investing in the elimination of child
poverty will bring substantial dividends to society as a whole.

Either way, we really should be doing better!
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CHILDREN LIVING WITHOUT: A COMMENTARY ON 
THE RESEARCH EVIDENCE ON CHILD POVERTY

WHAT IS POVERTY?

The Government’s National Anti-Poverty Strategy has generated a definition of
poverty which has won much approval and is often quoted:
“People are living in poverty if their income and resources (material, cultural and
social) are so inadequate as to preclude them from having a standard of living which
is regarded as acceptable by Irish society generally. As a result of inadequate income
and resources people may be excluded and marginalised from participating in
activities which are considered the norm for other people in society1”. 

This definition could be characterised as a relative definition; it relates the situation
of those experiencing poverty to the lifestyle and quality of life of society as a whole.
Absolute definitions of poverty, by contrast, focus on whether people have the
minimum physical necessities for life such as water, food, shelter and clothing.

In Ireland two key measures of poverty are currently applied by policy makers and
researchers:

“Consistent poverty” refers to the situation where individuals or families have less
than 60% of average disposable income and where they also lack one or more of the
following “deprivation indicators”:
• One substantial meal per day;
• Chicken, meat, fish or its equivalent every second day;
• A “roast” or its equivalent once a week;
• Two pairs of strong shoes;
• A warm waterproof coat;
• New, rather than second hand clothes;
• Adequate heating;
• Being able to pay everyday household expenses without falling into debt.2

The most recent study on poverty trends in Ireland based on data from 2000 showed
that “consistent poverty” had fallen from 15% of the population in 1994 to 6% in
2000. This means that in 2000, there were just over 200,000 people (adults and
children) who were living on 60% of average disposable income (or €173 per week)
and experiencing at least one of the basic deprivation indicators.3

The second measure of poverty is simply to apply relative income poverty lines. This
measures the proportion of the population who are living below a certain level of
income. In 2000, 22% of the population were living on incomes below the 60%
poverty line and this figure had increased from 16% in 1994. In concrete terms, in
2000 there were over 800,000 people living below the poverty line of €173 per
week.4
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Why have the numbers in “consistent poverty” fallen while the numbers in relative
poverty have increased? During the period of the mid to late 1990s, unemployment
fell and there was a steady growth in incomes which resulted in the fall in the
numbers who experienced “consistent poverty”. However, annual increases in social
welfare failed to keep pace with the increases in salaries and wages and so relative
income poverty increased over this period.

CHILD POVERTY – THE FACTS

• Ireland has had a significant child poverty problem in recent decades; in the mid-
1990s the country had the highest rate of child poverty in the European Union.5

• The most recent poverty study based on data from 2000 reveals that the number
of children living in “consistent poverty” has fallen from 24% in 1994 to 8% in
2000. This means that 8% of all children (some 90,000) children are living in
households where the income is below 60% of average disposable income and
where they are also experiencing at least one of the deprivation indicators.6

• In terms of relative income poverty, a substantial 24% (or 270,000 children) are
living in households where the average income is below 50% of average
disposable income.7

• Children in 2000 continue to face a higher risk of poverty than adults; their risk
of income poverty is 25% at the 60% line, while at the 70% line it is 32%. It is
a telling statistic that 25%-32% of Irish children experience poverty in the year
2000 at the height of the Celtic Tiger.8

• The recent data also identifies the groups which are at most risk of “consistent
poverty”; this means the proportion of the group who directly experience
consistent poverty. These include lone parents (26%), those affected by
unemployment (22%) and those affected by disability or illness (11%). Children
of lone parents, unemployed parents or parents with disabilities are therefore
particularly vulnerable to “consistent poverty”.9

WHY IS CHILD POVERTY SO IMPORTANT AN ISSUE?

• The existence of child poverty is a denial of the basic right of a child to an
adequate standard of living, as guaranteed by the UN Convention on the Rights
of a Child which Ireland ratified in 1992.10

• Income is only one aspect of child poverty; other aspects include lack of access
to health, education, play and recreation, housing and local community services.
Child poverty excludes children from participation in activities which are the
norm in Irish society, for example, trips to the cinema and birthday parties.
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11 Quoted in Poverty Briefing No. 10 –
Child Poverty in Ireland. (2001)
Dublin: Combat Poverty Agency: p.2

• Child poverty is important not only because it has a major impact on the current
quality of life of children but because it can literally shape their future lives.
Children who experience poverty may have high child mortality rates, develop
literacy problems, leave school early, become involved in drugs misuse,
experience unemployment and ultimately die young.

• According to UNICEF: “Studies from the few countries with the data necessary
to track children through to later life confirm that there is a very strong
association between low income in childhood and a whole range of later
outcomes. Children from poor households are much more likely to have low
educational achievement, to become teenage parents, to serve a prison sentence
and to have less success in the labour market.”11

MYTHS ABOUT CHILD POVERTY

Most of the myths about poverty focus on blaming the victims of poverty for their
situation. For example, the unemployed are blamed for their joblessness, young
parents are blamed for having children and are regarded as unfit parents, children
of drug addicts are seen as being at such great risk that many people would argue
that they should be taken into care. Most myths about poverty explain poverty in
terms of personal failure or inadequacy. Barnardos believes that poverty results from
the way in which society chooses to distribute income, wealth and life chances to its
citizens. As one of the world’s wealthiest societies, Ireland can choose to tackle the
problem of child poverty in order to reduce it and over time, to eliminate it.

CAUSES OF CHILD POVERTY

The causes and dynamics of child poverty are complex but include unemployment,
dependency on inadequate levels of social welfare benefits, low pay, disability, poor
health, homelessness and poor or insecure housing, drug and alcohol misuse,
discrimination, educational disadvantage and early school leaving, and poor
community infrastructure and services. The case studies in this report portray how
these factors impact on the lives of a cross-section of Barnardos service users who
experience child poverty. These are typical stories which Barnardos sees every day in
our work.

EDUCATIONAL DISADVANTAGE AND EARLY SCHOOL LEAVING

• In Ireland, educational disadvantage and early school leaving have persisted
despite many policy initiatives taken by Government over the last decade which
were designed to tackle the problem. It is clear that these many programmes have
been, at most, only partially successful. The most recent research reveals that in
1999 almost 13,000 young people left school before completing the Leaving
Certificate and 2,400 (3.4%) left school without any formal qualifications.
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Official statistics are not recorded on the numbers who annually fail to transfer
from primary to secondary school and so are not counted in the official figures
for early school leavers; however, the National Economic and Social Forum has
estimated that about 1,000 students annually fall into this category. It is an issue
of concern that the Department of Education and Science fails to track those
young people who do not make a transition from primary to secondary school.12

• There is a strong relationship between social class and underperformance in
school. Studies have consistently revealed that a significantly higher percentage
of early school leavers are from semi-skilled and unskilled manual backgrounds.13

• The economic status of school leavers is worth noting; over 41.4% of those who
left school with no qualifications were unemployed in 1999 compared to only
3.4% of those with Leaving Certificates.14

CHILDREN WITH DISABILITIES

The cost of services, equipment, therapies and medical care for children with
disabilities can put severe pressure on a family’s budget. For families living on an
already inadequate income, the costs associated with disability can cause great
hardship. Children with disabilities can face major barriers to their participation in
everyday life in many areas: education, transport, play and recreation. 

HOMELESS CHILDREN

Figures from the Department of Environment’s 2002 Assessment of Homelessness
were published in May 2003 and revealed that there were 5,581 people who were
homeless in the State at the time of the count in March 2002. Some 1,405 (or 25%)
of these were children who were part of families who were undergoing the crisis of
becoming homeless.15 In addition, according to the Government’s Youth
Homelessness Strategy, there were 588 children who had left home for various
reasons and who received help from the health boards.16 Organisations working with
homeless people believe that these official figures are underestimates of the real
extent of the problem.

Homelessness represents an acute form of poverty; children who are without a home
experience the sense of being in crisis and the insecurity and displacement which
comes with being out-of-home. Homelessness is caused by a combination of factors
including economic poverty and housing problems combined with a personal life
crisis which might include ill-health, addiction or domestic violence.
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CHILDREN LEAVING THE CARE SYSTEM AND THE JUVENILE JUSTICE SYSTEM

For many years organisations working with the homeless have been concerned that
young people who leave the care of the health boards or the juvenile justice system
end up homeless or in prison. Focus Ireland researched this issue, tracking a group
of young people who were leaving the care of the State at the age of 18. The study
found that two years after leaving health board care, 68% of the group had
experienced homelessness at some point while 25% had spent time in detention or
prison. Two years on, of the group who had been in the juvenile justice system, 33%
of those who were followed up had experienced a spell of homelessness while 65%
had returned to detention or prison and a further 7% had been sentenced by the
courts but had not been sent to prison.17

Significant issues arise about the need to develop preventative strategies so that
young people leaving care or the juvenile justice system will not end up homeless or
in prison. In recognition of this, the Government launched a Homelessness
Preventative Strategy in 2002.18 As yet it is too soon to estimate the impact of the
Strategy.

TRAVELLER CHILDREN

In 1995, the Government-commissioned Task Force on the Travelling Community
issued a comprehensive and far-reaching report with recommendations covering
every aspect of Travellers’ lives.19 In 2001, a progress report on the Task Force’s
report found that there had been no “real improvement” in the everyday life of
Travellers over the 6 years since the publication of the benchmark report. The
Progress report estimated that 25% of all Travellers lived in “very poor conditions”.20

(The total number of Travellers living in the country was found to be nearly 24,000
in the 2002 Census, or 0.6% of the total population.21 25% of the Traveller
population means that there are 6,000 Travellers living in acute poverty.)

It is well documented that Travellers have higher infant mortality, much shorter life
expectancy than the settled population and suffer general poor health which is
related to their living circumstances. According to the 2001 Annual Report of the
National Traveller Accomodation Consultative Committee, there were 1,017 Traveller
families living roadside in 2001.22 (Since Traveller households have an average of at
least 5 persons living in them, there are at least 5,000 Travellers living roadside
without running water, electricity or sanitation). 

Travellers also suffer severe educational disadvantage with very few transferring from
primary to secondary education. Just over 42.2% of the Traveller population is under
15 years of age so there are some 10,328 Traveller children who experience multiple
deprivation.23
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24 Fanning, B, Veale, A, O’Connor, D
(2001) Beyond The Pale: Asylum-
seeking Children and Social
Exclusion in Ireland. Dublin: Irish
Refugee Council

25 Dept. of Health and Children
(2000) The National Children’s
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ASYLUM-SEEKERS AND REFUGEES

The growth in the population of asylum seekers and refugees arriving from countries
in Africa, Asia and Eastern Europe has posed challenges to Irish society in terms of
developing a multi-cultural society.

The official response to the arrival of asylum seekers and refugees has been to refuse
to allow them to work until their case has been processed and to establish the “direct
provision” system which forces them to live in hostel accommodation where all
meals are provided and a minimal social welfare allowance is paid to them. 

Organisations working with asylum-seekers and refugees have criticised this system
for the financial hardship and psychological pressures they experience living under
this regime. A study by the Irish Refugee Council documented the inadequate and
inappropriate diet offered by the hostels, the overcrowding and the material
deprivation resulting from living on a nominal income. The study found that living in
hostel accommodation had a detrimental impact on the developmental well-being of
children and on their general physical and mental health. The report recommended
the abolition of this system and the introduction of a system which accorded rights
to asylum-seekers and refugees.24

As well as children who arrive in Ireland as part of family groups, there is also a small
but significant number of “unaccompanied minors” (children and young people
under the age of eighteen who are without a parent or an adult guardian) who arrive
in Ireland seeking asylum. This group has extra support needs arising from the fact
that they are detached from their families and because of the ordeals which they may
have endured before their arrival in the country. They also need help in negotiating
the legal system on their own. One of the case studies highlights the reality of life
for an “unaccompanied minor”.

POOR CHILDREN IN DISADVANTAGED COMMUNITIES

Poor children who live in disadvantaged communities experience multiple
deprivation. They suffer the consequences of a poor community infrastructure and
poor local services. In tangible terms, an inadequate public transport service cuts
them off from other parts of the city, town or country and forces them to live their
lives in their localities. Children in disadvantaged areas may face difficulties in
accessing health services and locally based health services may be patchy and
overstretched. Early years education services (for 0-6-year-olds) are usually unable
to offer every child in the community a badly needed place. Play and recreation
facilities (which were children’s top priority during the consultations around the
National Children’s Strategy25) are often poor or non-existent and completely
inadequate to meet the needs of the young population in the community they serve.

For children who live in poor families there is an added dimension to their poverty if
they are also living in disadvantaged communities. They suffer the cumulative
impact of individual, family and community impoverishment.
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30 Ibid
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32 CLAR is a programme designed to
invest in disadvantaged and
depopulated rural areas.

THE ROLE OF STATE INTERVENTION IN ADDRESSING CHILD POVERTY

Poverty can be tackled, reduced and even eliminated by action taken by the State.
Over recent years the Irish Government has adopted some important policy initiatives
which combat child poverty; these include the National Anti-Poverty Strategy,26 the
National Children’s Strategy,27 a range of measures to address early school leaving,28

the Health Strategy,29 the Youth Homelessness Strategy30 and a raft of programmes
including Area-based Partnerships, RAPID31 and CLAR32 which focus on tackling the
disadvantage experienced by entire communities. The Cabinet also has a dedicated
Sub-Committee on Social Exclusion.

Barnardos believes that the political and policy systems have failed to deliver on
these strategies and programmes and that much remains to be done. The key
question in the current period of financial retrenchment is will such programmes be
carried forward and fully implemented? Barnardos urges the Government to maintain
its commitment to tackling child poverty and to prioritising this issue. An investment
in tackling child poverty is not simply an investment in the well-being of today’s
children, it is an investment in the future.
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STEPHEN’S STORY

When Stephen comes into the room in the Barnardos project his head is lowered and
his eyes are fixed on the table where the staff have poured bowls of cereal. His body
is moving but he is rigid with tension. When he sits down at the table he immediately
doubles his portion of cereal to overflowing and pours milk on top. Cereal and milk
spill as he eats with one hand and grabs more cereal with the other. 

When spoken to, Stephen growls and snaps short answers until he is full. Stephen
curses at the other children sitting near and they are silenced. Stephen is five years
old and this is how he starts each week.

Sometimes Stephen says his tummy is hurting, but this usually goes away after
eating. Breakfast cheers Stephen up a little. After a few bowls of cereal he finds his
favourite toys. He likes to have a grown-up sit near him when he plays. The adults
use soft voices to talk to Stephen, as any noise seems to annoy him further.

Stephen appears well dressed; his clothes fit and are warm enough for the cold spell.
His hair is naturally curly and kept fairly short. It is only when you get close that you
can see the head lice moving through his hair. He scratches hard, and is annoyed
that it doesn’t stop the itch. When you are close up too, you can smell Stephen’s
clothes and skin. 

Gradually Stephen lifts his eyes to the story that a grown-up reads. Then you can see
the dark circles beneath his eyes from late nights. Stephen does not smile.

Stephen likes to play with the sand. He drives trucks through sandcastles. He
tolerates the company of grown-ups, but does not tolerate the other children. He
holds on to toys that others show an interest in. On his sadder days he hits any child
who steps too close. On better days Stephen’s vivid imagination and advanced verbal
skills are obvious. He sings, rhymes, listens to stories and makes up his own. These
days are rare but wonderful. 

Sometimes Stephen tells stories from home. He tells a grown-up when he has seen
his mother cry or seen his Dad hitting her. He tells stories about his Dad’s drinking
and sleeping. He confides in an adult that he has been scared. He asks the grown-
up not to tell his Mam what he has said.

Stephen lives with his parents, Jim and Eileen and older brothers in a council house
on a sprawling housing estate. They survive on social welfare, disability and child
benefit. Unemployment is high and drug use is common in their area. 

The front room of Stephen’s home is cluttered with clothes, shoes, takeaway
wrappers and furniture. There are no toys here, just a large screen television with the
volume on high. 
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Stephen arrives home at lunchtime. Stephen loves his parents and brothers but
usually gets tearful when he gets near the house. At home, he spends most of his
time in his room. He says mice live there too. His brothers come home from school
and also spend their time indoors. The older boys have complained of bullying so Jim
and Eileen keep them inside most of the time. 

The children are pale from lack of fresh air and nutritious food. They eat cereal and
bread and it is hard for them to digest other food. The children are often sick with
diarrhoea and vomiting. They are sent home from school but don’t usually see a
doctor unless a social worker or teacher insists. 

Stephen’s home is one house in thousands. There are sweet shops and a pub within
walking distance and a field where stray dogs run. Two miles from Stephen’s house
is a shopping centre with a cinema and a McDonald’s. Stephen has never been to
either.

Stephen’s family is weighed down by the stress of living. They are held under a
blanket-like weight of poverty, unemployment, domestic violence and lack of
education and parenting skills. Stephen too is enfolded in this blanket. He is a
bright, creative, funny child whose sadness and anger overshadow his every gesture
and his every word. The poverty of his home has indelibly marked his innocence and
spirit.
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“Stephen's home is one in
thousands” 



ALMA’S STORY

Alma often wakes in the middle of the night. There always seems to be something
to worry about. Usually she can’t get back to sleep. Surely, at the age of seventeen,
life should be easier? 

She often wonders if any of her colleagues at the training centre feel like this, but
she would be too embarrassed to talk about it. Life is better since she started at the
centre and she is feeling more positive about the future. 

It is hard getting to the training centre and Alma wishes the family lived in town
instead of seven miles out in the country. With only one bus into town at noon, she
has no alternative but to hitch into work. People are very reluctant to give lifts. A
woman told her the other day that drivers are more careful about who they pick up
because they’re afraid that if they have an accident the hitchhiker will sue them. 

Martin, the boss was fairly understanding for the first few days but she is now on a
warning for lateness. Ironic really, as a lot of days she’s up since the crack of dawn.

She was so bored for the six months at home after she quit school a few months
before her Junior Cert. Everyone said she was bright and it was criminal that she was
kept at home so often. Alma knows her mother feels guilty about this. But who else
would mind her baby sister Orla when her Mam wasn’t well?

Around the time Orla was born – three years ago – there was a lot of talk about a new
crèche opening in town but that hasn’t happened yet. Maybe if Mam had been able
to go back to the FÁS scheme she wouldn’t have got so depressed, there mightn’t
have been so many rows and Dad might still be here.

Alma can always remember rows about money, ever since the factory closed and Dad
got laid off. That was just around the time Mam got pregnant. Alma can’t understand
why the factory closed when the ‘Celtic Tiger was roaring’ and the whole country was
getting richer. Apart from people on social welfare and low wages, that is. How many
families in the country live like hers?

The rows between her parents got very bad although Mam tried to hide things from
the children. Alma hopes that her brothers Michael and Tom don’t know that Dad
used to hit her. They never said but then Michael especially doesn’t say a lot. 

It really upsets Mam who says that even though she can speak properly she never feels
that people really hear her, so what chance does Michael have? She did go to her local
councillor and he promised a lot before the election but nothing has happened.

Mam gets lone parent’s allowance of €124.80 per week for herself and €19.30 per
week for each of the children. She also gets €382.50 in child benefit every month.
She doesn’t get anything now for Alma because she’s on the training course.

Mam spends about €150 per week on shopping in the supermarket. This really isn’t
enough and they are often short of things at home. Mam does really try and is a great
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cook when she is well. Sometimes Alma cooks but the boys won’t eat. Once they had
the social worker out because the school said the boys were often hungry. Mam was
very upset and they were all afraid they would be taken away. The Social Worker was
all right though and after that they were put in contact with the Barnardos Family
Support Project, which is OK. 

Half of the child benefit money is going towards paying off a couple of loans Mam
had to take from moneylenders after Dad left. Alma liked business studies at school
and she knows that at nearly 50% interest, this costs way more than borrowing from
the bank or Credit Union. At the time there seemed to be no choice. 

The washing machine is beyond repair. Mam has thought about another loan but was
advised against it. At the moment though they are spending a lot on laundry. None
of the family have had new clothes for ages.

Alma wishes the house was not so cold and damp and would love if it had central
heating and windows that fitted properly. Mam has to fork out €35 for coal and
briquettes every week for the stove. There’s no heating in any of the bedrooms. They
did have an electric heater. They used it a lot when the weather was very cold but
then the ESB bill was very high and Mam is still trying to pay this off. 

Mam talked to the landlord about improving the house but he shrugged and said
there were plenty of other people looking for accommodation. Alma knows this is true
because last year in school one pupil’s family became homeless and had to go to
Limerick City to emergency accommodation. They did not get another house for
ages. Alma hopes that their turn on the Council list will come soon but Mam has told
her there are a lot of families before them.

Alma can hear Tom talking in his sleep about Man United. He’s mad about soccer
and is begging Mam to let him go to the Samba Soccer Summer Camp. There’s very
little for children to do around the area. Mam would love to let him go to the camp
but it’s expensive. She tries to encourage him to get on with the other children but
he feels left out because they are involved in clubs and things in town and they get
driven there by their parents. It’s hard when you live far away from things and have
no transport. 

Alma feels that her family are not really accepted in the locality because they are
‘blow ins’ and nearly everyone else has lived here forever. Alma thinks it wouldn’t
matter to people so much if they had a nice house and enough money. People say
hello but none of the neighbours come to visit or invite Mam to their house. Alma
has seen them go to each other’s houses though. Alma knows it’s very lonely and
hard for Mam. None of her family live close and she has not been able to visit any
of them for a long time. Her Mam really has no friends.

Alma is looking forward to her first training allowance of €118 if she can make the
whole week in work. She wishes she felt less tired. She’s going to stop worrying so
much and enjoy life more. She’ll give Mam some money towards housekeeping and
she’s going to have a good night out herself with her friends.
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LUKE’S STORY

Luke is five years of age and is a Traveller. He is the third in a family of six children.
He lives with his mother and father and two sisters (aged seven and two) and three
brothers (aged six, three and eight months). Beside him live many of his extended
family. Luke and his family live in a house on a Traveller site where there are both
houses and mobile homes. The house is small, very damp and when something goes
wrong it takes a long time for the local authority to mend it. 

This site is right beside numerous large pylons which are an eyesore and a health
hazard to the people living on the site. There is an open sewerage ditch running
around the site and this is both smelly and ugly. Rats run around the mounds of
rubbish on the site and there is dog faeces and broken debris everywhere. When it
rains the entire site is transformed into a mudbath. 

This is Luke’s and his friends’ ‘playground’ and he really enjoys playing out there.
Luke’s mother, Mary worries a lot about him playing outside as many of the children
on this site have been injured when playing. She tries to keep him in as much as
possible and he watches a lot of television. 

Luke and his brothers dislike staying in the house but apart from some boxing clubs
and the cinema they do not use any of the limited local facilities. There is no local
bus service so the family has to take taxis when they are doing their weekly shopping.
Some taxi-drivers will not take Travellers and those who do, leave them at the top of
the site even if they have loads of shopping or numerous children and it is raining.
Travellers are frequently barred from the shops and sometimes the security staff
follow them around. 
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Luke’s father, Jimmy, is self-employed and this means that sometimes money is
plentiful and sometimes not. Jimmy and Mary can’t read official forms or fill them
in; this creates difficulties when they are trying to pay bills, find out information
about services or go to the doctor. Recently, Mary participated in a women’s literacy
and numeracy group and she feels much better now that she can look up a number
in the telephone directory.

Jimmy is a violent man and he often beats Mary and is abusive to her emotionally.
In the past, Mary has left him and brought the children to stay in a women’s refuge.

The violence in his home has affected Luke’s behaviour. Luke tends to be
hyperactive at school and in his after school club. He has difficulty concentrating
and moves rapidly from one activity to the next without finishing anything. When he
does not get his own way, he sometimes bullies other children, behaviour he has
learnt from his father.

Luke has asthma and gets a lot of chest infections. When he is ill his mother brings
him to hospital as it is easier than getting an appointment with the doctor. There are
long waiting lists and, because life can be chaotic, Mary sometimes misses these
appointments. Mary says that she hates saying ‘no’ to Luke as life was very hard for
her and because of his frequent illnesses, she does not want to upset him.

Luke's parents understand how important an education would be for their children.
They no longer travel as much as in the past to allow their children to attend school
regularly. 

As a Traveller, Luke’s chances of having a good quality of life are slim. He is growing
up in a deprived physical environment; he witnesses violence at home; he has health
problems and behavioural difficulties.

However, he is much loved by his mother and the adults in his wider extended family.
He receives encouragement and support from them to deal with the challenges
which life presents. 
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WITHOUT MICHAEL AND AOIFE’S STORY

Michael and Aoife have five children. Three of the children are from Aoife’s previous
relationship. 

The family has mostly been dependant on social welfare. For the last six months
Michael had a job as a truck driver but he recently left it. The job was low paid and
he often worked over twelve hours a day. He slept away from home in the cab of his
truck. He usually had no money to buy food while on the road.

While Michael was working, the family lost their medical card. This was a major
reason why Michael decided to give up work. The family was better off on social
welfare benefits as they were entitled to a medical card again.

The family’s health has caused some worry. The children constantly get infections
and the flu, and miss school as a result. When the family lost their medical card,
their local G.P. was seriously concerned that they might not seek medical treatment
because of the cost. 

The family is dependent on unemployment benefit. They often struggle to pay regular
bills. Michael and Aoife fell into arrears with their local authority rent. Eviction was
threatened and they owed over €1,000. Aoife now pays €100 off the rent arrears
when she collects the child benefit each month. 

Aoife and Michael have often turned to moneylenders to borrow enough to survive.
With help from Barnardos, the family took out a MABS (Money Advice Budgeting
Scheme) account. They met the local MABS Officer to discuss their situation. He
recommended that they pay a lump sum into the MABS account each month. MABS
would then pay the moneylender directly. This was to try to stop the cycle of
moneylenders calling to the house and encouraging more loans to be taken. This
worked for a while, but then Michael and Aoife stopped paying into the account and
decided they would rather sort out the loans themselves.

The family spends about €110 a week on food and milk. This averages about €15
per day to feed 7 people. This amounts to €2.55 per person per day on food, which
means around 75 cent per person per meal. Their diet is poor and the food they eat
is basic. Aoife has started cooking lessons in the local Barnardos Family Resource
Centre. In times of serious financial crisis Barnardos staff have provided emergency
food to the family to ensure that everyone is fed. 

The children are usually adequately dressed. They receive second hand clothes from
other families in the neighbourhood. However, the children’s shoes are often in a very
poor state and they sometimes have no socks or underwear. There is no money to
spare in the family’s weekly budget for clothes. The child benefit is usually stretched
to cover debts and is entirely spoken for before they even receive the money.
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City Council for an extension. They were turned down due to rent arrears. The St.
Vincent de Paul and the local Community Welfare Officer jointly funded new bunk
beds and other essential furniture. The interior of the house was painted and new
flooring provided. 

The local area is lacking in facilities for children; there is no park or anything
although they are proposed. The town centre is a twenty-minute bus ride away.

The family seem to be affected by their poverty in many ways. The situation tends
to be cyclical with crises occurring when the bills and expenses pile up. The children
are both ashamed of their poverty, and defensive and proud about their family. The
main problem is that their income is inadequate to meet the needs of their seven-
member family. 
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Áine lives on a local authority
housing estate in a rural town in
Ireland. She has six children,
four boys and two girls. Áine has
been separated from her partner
for the last five months following
the birth of her last child. She is
a full time mother working at
home caring for her family.

In this rural community part-time
work opportunities for women are
limited. The family's only income
is the lone parent’s allowance
and child benefit.

The local authority estate is at
the opposite end of the town to
where the schools and shopping
facilities are (about one mile
away). There are no playground
facilities or community centre. 

The lack of a safe play area makes it difficult for Áine to supervise her children.
There is only one green area in which the children can play and this is not near her
home. The only safe area where the children can play is in the small garden at the
front of the house. 

A solid fuel cooker is the only means of heating the house. This is particularly
difficult in the winter months, as the cooker needs to be lit constantly in order to
keep the house warm. This is also the only way to heat water, so the children wash
in cold water in the mornings. In the winter Áine or one of the children get up earlier
to light the cooker to have warm water. Áine knows that in most houses, heating
systems and immersions are normal. 

There are various grant schemes which Áine has applied to for help for occasions such
as Confirmation and First Holy Communion. However, Áine found the process of
applying difficult; it meant many trips to the social welfare office and to the school.
She felt that everyone knew her business. It is also difficult for the child making their
Confirmation. When the other children were describing their clothes, John didn’t know
if they would get the grant. They usually got the response just two weeks before the
Confirmation. This made John feel that he was different from his friends.

The lack of affordable clothing, shops and transport in the town means that the
family mainly relies on “hand outs” from neighbours. This is particularly difficult for
the children as in a small community other children can often recognise their old
clothes. 
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the difficulty in doing so. The town is small. Áine knows the people on the various
committees that offer financial or practical support. This means that neighbours and
other members of their community know Áine’s business and hardships. Áine has
said that you have no privacy when you are poor. She feels embarrassed and
ashamed sometimes when asking for basic things such as a food hamper at
Christmas or money for turf, but she has no option. 

The local swimming pool is a great facility. Áine brings the children there if she can
afford it. The child benefit means she can sometimes bring all her children to the
swimming pool. Áine would like them to attend swimming regularly but she cannot
afford to bring them often. 

The children's diet is poor and a more varied one would be healthier. There is little
competition among the shops in the town so the cost of food is high. If there was
public transport available, Áine could go to a neighbouring town to the larger shops.
The local shop reduces the cost of some food as it nears its sell-by date, which
means Áine can buy food cheaper. 

Áine feels that there is no free education system. The hidden costs of books, school
trips and exam fees make life difficult for children and their parents. The children
are very perceptive. Often they wouldn’t tell their parents about a school trip because
they don’t want to offend their parents if they couldn’t afford it. Or they would tell
their friends that they didn’t want to go anyway. 

Poverty impacts on every aspect of a child’s life. Áine feels that when times are good,
you can look forward to the birthdays and special occasions, but when times are
hard, you are deprived of the special occasions as they are spoiled by the worry of
making ends meet.

CASE STUDIES



BISI’S STORY

Bisi is seventeen years old. She lives with her nine-month-old daughter, Fumni, in a
one bedroom rented flat in Dublin’s Inner City.

Bisi was born in rural Nigeria, the eldest of nine children. Following the birth of her
youngest brother, her mother was unwell. Bisi stayed at home to look after the other
children. She could read and write a little at the time she left school, but now she
has forgotten most of her own language and is barely literate in English. At home she
could manage without reading and writing but in Ireland she finds it very hard.
Sometimes she cries when letters and forms arrive and she cannot understand them.
She has a friend who helps her, but she lives about an hour and a half away by bus.
Bisi only sees her now and again. Bisi says that only someone on her own, in a
strange country and who can barely read or write could understand her sense of
isolation.

Bisi’s family is Muslim. In the area of Nigeria where she grew up, there was a lot of
fighting between the Christians and the Muslims. She tried to keep her Christian
boyfriend a secret. When she realised that she was pregnant, she was terrified. When
she got too big to hide it, she told her aunt who took her to live with her. One night
some people tried to set her aunt’s house on fire. They all feared for their lives and
her uncle, who lives in Nairobi, arranged for her to leave the country. 

Bisi arrived in Ireland in June 2002 and applied for asylum. She was sixteen then,
nearly eight months pregnant and terrified. She was given a social worker who found
accommodation for her until the baby was born. Then she was moved to a large
hostel where she and her baby had a room to themselves. She found living in the
hostel very difficult, being surrounded by so many strangers and having to share the
hostel’s communal kitchen and bathrooms. She lived, slept, ate, did her washing,
changed and bathed Fumni all in the one room. 

She tried to be careful but, on one occasion when she wasn’t watching her, Fumni
fell down some concrete steps and had to be taken to hospital. Shortly afterwards
Bisi was given permission to move into a private rented flat with another young
mother she met there. Unfortunately, they were not able to find a place that suited
them both so now she is left living on her own. 

Bisi had no idea living on her own would be so difficult. Even though she found the
hostel crowded she misses the company and support she had there. When she lived
in the hostel, she was in touch with a Barnardos support project, but now she lives
too far away to keep in touch. Now she mostly keeps to herself. 
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She hadn’t realised how hard it would be to pay her bills on the €144 per week she
gets in social welfare. When she moved to the flat she had to pay a month’s rent in
advance and borrowed some of it from a woman in the hostel. That woman used to
be a great support, but she is too embarrassed to contact her as she has not been
able to repay all the money. Her rent allowance covers only some of her rent; she
makes up the difference by setting aside some of her child benefit and some of her
weekly lone parent’s allowance to meet the full cost. She would love a Corporation
flat but as an asylum seeker is not eligible to apply for one.

She feels guilty about leaving her family the way she did and saves a small amount
of money to send them through her uncle. She hardly uses the phone but the rent
and taxes on it still make her telephone bill very expensive. She would get rid of it
but it is the only way her uncle in Nairobi can contact her. Even food is expensive,
especially food she enjoys like yam and spinach, which were so cheap at home. 

She finds the Irish weather very cold and wet but cannot afford to keep the heat on
as much as she would like. When she first moved to her flat she liked to spend time
walking around the shopping centres in the city, but she couldn’t take it any more
when she had no money. She does not like to walk around the city at night because
she has heard of racist attacks on immigrants, so she just gets into bed with Fumni
and watches television all day. She does not know a soul in her local area.

The man in the Money Advice Budgeting Service told her that she is doing very well
but it doesn’t feel like that.

She cries a lot and worries all the time. She misses her mother and her baby brother
at home in Nigeria. She worries about her family and about failing in her application
for asylum and being forced to return to Nigeria. 

She also worries about rearing Fumni on her own if she is successful. Sometimes she
cannot bear it when Fumni cries or wants her own way, so she just ignores her. She
doesn’t understand how Fumni gets so many colds or why she won’t sleep at night.

Bisi would love to improve herself like going to classes to learn reading and writing
but who would look after Fumni? She would like to earn some extra money and knows
there are jobs she could do, but as an asylum seeker she is not allowed to work.

Bisi is a teenage parent coping with the challenges of bringing up a child on a very
low income. She also has to cope with the loneliness of being an immigrant in a
strange country and the worry of having her request for asylum turned down.
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MARGARET’S STORY

Margaret is in her mid twenties. She has three children aged seven, five, and two
years of age. Her children’s names are Pa, Jason, and Anne-Marie. 

Margaret is dependent on social welfare to meet all her financial needs, which
amounts to about €180 per week. The only other income she has is the child
benefit, which amounts to €380 per month.

Margaret says her main difficulty is lack of money. Everything she buys is ‘on tick’.
Recently she has been borrowing money from her sister to pay back shops and the
coal man. She knows her sister is getting tired of this. Her sister has made some
comments blaming Margaret for the fact that she doesn’t have enough money to pay
her own bills. Margaret also owes money to the ESB, and her rent is in arrears. 

Pa’s Communion is coming up. Margaret feels her only option is to go to a
moneylender to pay for the extra expenses. Everyone tells her there is no need to
spend loads of money on Communion clothes but when every other child will be
dressed up to the nines, what can you do?

Then there is Pa’s school uniform. His sleeves are all frayed and his shoes are worn.
Something he said makes Margaret think that he might be getting a hard time in
school because of the state of his uniform. If she didn’t have the Communion coming
up she could afford a decent pair of shoes and a new jumper, but she cannot decide
which is more important. 
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Then there are his schoolbooks. They’re supposed to be free, but there is always
some new one to be paid for. The teacher tells her that because Pa does not have
the right books, he is not learning as quickly as the other children. He might have to
stay back a year. Margaret has asked all her friends if they have any of the books
second hand.

Another niggling problem is Jason’s right ankle, which the doctor told her needs a
small operation or he will have a limp when he grows older. Her mother and sister
are full of advice about this, but without money what can she do? Even though the
operation is a simple one, there is a long waiting list. Any time Margaret enquires
the date seems to have been put back. She feels like giving up altogether. Jason
doesn’t really notice the difficulty in walking yet but Margaret feels guilty that she is
not doing more, like putting pressure on someone to do something. She just does not
know where to start. She wishes that someone would take over this problem, and it
would be one less thing to worry about. 

Margaret’s father died suddenly from a heart attack about a year ago. Even if he was
a little bossy, he was always a good support. He had a car and he used to help
Margaret with buying coal and gas and shopping at the supermarket. Margaret’s
mother is not well and can’t help Margaret. Margaret has to do nearly everything
herself.

When you are on your own, bringing up three young children is difficult. Her father
insisted that she start working when she was fifteen because the family just did not
have enough to live on. He was almost always unemployed himself, but even though
he sometimes gave them a hard time, at least he was around. Now she has to make
all the decisions herself about everything to do with the children.

It takes a good half-hour to get to the nearest playground. It is really too far for Jason
to walk with his bad ankle. They could get two buses, but it takes ages and is
expensive. Not to mention the embarrassment when the bus driver complains about
the buggy.

Then there is Margaret’s house. Her front door has a broken window. The Council
have been promising to fix it for months. Pa cut his hand on the window last week
when he was reaching in trying to open the door from the outside. Margaret has told
him again and again not to do that. The date for mending it just keeps on being put
back. 

Margaret’s life sometimes seems to be just a round of problems without solutions.
To improve her life Margaret knows that she would need a substantial improvement
in her income and access to better health and housing maintenance services. 
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33 Dept. of Social, Community and
Family Affairs (2002) Building an
Inclusive Society: Review of the
National Anti-Poverty Strategy
Under the Programme for Prosperity
and Fairness. Dublin: Dept. of
Social, Community and Family
Affairs: p.14

34 Department of Health (1980) Task
Force on Child Care Services: Final
Report to the Minister for Health.
Dublin: Stationery Office.

CONCLUSIONS

Every child has a right to education, shelter, health and adequate income under the
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. Ireland ratified this in 1992 and
developed it through the National Children’s Strategy and the National Anti-Poverty
Strategy. Barnardos urges their implementation in the letter and in spirit.

If the Government is serious about its stated objective of eliminating child poverty, it
must:33

■ Offer leadership on its determination to protect the most vulnerable children in our
society.

■ Insist on the integration of its policies and the collaboration of its agencies in pursuit
of this objective.

■ Engage in a national programme of effective and universal supports to families rather
than an arbitrary series of special projects.

There is nothing new in this – successive Governments have failed to do what has been
patently necessary:

“The fact that special services are provided for especially deprived communities, families
and children, far from excusing the lack of social planning, is an indictment of it”.34 (Dept.
of Health, 1980)

We’re still waiting. Is this Government prepared to take the critical action that we all
know is required?
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35 This is in line with the National
Anti-Poverty Strategy which adopted
a target date of 2007 for reducing
consistent child poverty to below
2% and if possible to eliminate it.
The National Children’s Strategy
commits the Government to tackling
child poverty by 2010. 

36 The National Anti-Poverty Strategy
set this target in 2002.

37 The key study of the costs of
children was undertaken in 1992
and needs to be revisited. The
current estimate of the costs of
bringing up a child are between 
€50 and €55 per week (in 2002
terms) but this estimate needs to
be revised using updated
methodologies. A recent NESC
report quotes a commentator who
estimates that the current level of
child income support represents
only 78% of what it needs to cover
the minimal costs 
of bringing up a child.

38 The targets in the National Anti-
Poverty Strategy specify that the
proportion of pupils with serious
literacy difficulties should be halved
by 2006 and the number of early
school leavers should be reduced,
by increasing to 90% the number of
young people who complete upper
secondary school.

39 Barnardos acknowledges the
establishment of the Government’s
Family Support Agency which will
operate a range of programmes
designed to support parents and
families.

40 The key programmes in operation at
present are Giving Children an Even
Break and the School Completion
Programme. These two programmes
should be fully resourced and
implemented.

41 The newly established National
Education Welfare Board is charged
with responsibility for tackling the
problems of truancy and early
school leaving.

BARNARDOS’ RECOMMENDATIONS

INCOME SUPPORT MEASURES

■ Eliminate “consistent child poverty” by 2010.35

■ Raise the lowest social welfare allowances to an adequate level of income for
families (in line with the National Anti-Poverty Strategy target of €150 per
person per week in 2002 terms (converted into 2007 values) by 2007.36

■ Increase the child income support package to reflect the real costs of bringing up
children for all families on low income.37

EDUCATION MEASURES

■ Meet the educational targets specified in the National Anti-Poverty Strategy.38 

■ Recognising the critical importance of children’s development in the early years,
provide intensive targeted programmes for 0-3-year-olds, 3-6-year-olds and their
parents.39

■ Support effective programmes40 to tackle early school leaving at critical transition
points in education (particularly from primary to secondary).41

SPECIFIC MEASURES FOR PARTICULAR VULNERABLE GROUPS

■ Fund a range of appropriate emergency, transitional and long-term
accommodation within local communities for families and young people who have
become homeless. 

■ Families and young people in bed and breakfast accommodation should be
offered a range of daytime facilities and services. 

■ Urgently address the accommodation and support needs of young people leaving
the care system and the juvenile justice system.

■ Implement the Report of the Task Force on the Travelling Community (1995) to
ensure that the welfare and living conditions of Traveller children and young
people are addressed.

■ End the “direct provision” system for asylum-seeking families and unaccompanied
minors in line with Ireland's commitments under the UN Convention on the Rights
of the Child.
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