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ABOUT THIS SERIES 

Recent years have brought significant growth in both public interest and government 

response to concerns relating to children and young people. Yet by international 

comparisons a serious deficit remains in Ireland’s provision for children and their needs. 

Barnardos is a major voluntary provider of services to children and young people — and 
their families — in Ireland. This imposes a responsibility to share our developing 

expertise with a wider audience as a contribution to the development of awareness and 

knowledge, legislation and policy, provision and practice in the interest of responding 

ever more appropriately and effectively as a community to the rights, needs and 

interests of our younger citizens. This task must also be underpinned by a vision of what 

we ultimately hope to achieve. It is Barnardos’ view that Ireland should aspire to 

nothing less than the achievement of standards of provision for children that match the 

best in the world. It may take a long time to achieve — perhaps even a generation — but it 

is no less relevant for that. 

Primarily a service providing agency, Barnardos has been keen to draw lessons for 

policy and provision from our practice experience. In 1998, we established a Policy 

Advisor post supported by a Policy Steering Group representative of childcare 

practitioners for this purpose. Crucially, our policy positions are both informed by, and 

inform our direct work with children and families in Ireland. 

These policies are being published as an occasional series of papers which we hope will 

be of interest and benefit to a broad range of professionals, parents, media, 

policymakers, academics, students, legislators, and, of course, the general public. More 

than anything though, we hope they will make a difference, however small, to the lives 

of children and young people.





BARNARDOS’ POLICY NO. 5 

Ireland has experienced a massive increase in the number of refugees and asylum 

seekers arriving here within the past five years. This phenomenon has stretched the 

capacity of our system for the processing of applications for refugee status, generated a 

high level of controversy and debate, and revealed some, perhaps uncomfortable, truths 

about Irish society. 

For all of this focus on refugees and asylum seekers, however, the absence of any real 

attention on the experience and needs of those who are children has been quite stark. 

Among the many applicants for refugee status — in 1999, for example, there were 7,724 

applicants — are a significant number of dependent children. All have experienced the 

trauma of being uprooted from their homes and communities, many have experienced 

famine, violence, war and persecution. They must be amongst the most traumatised and 

vulnerable children in our community. For a country that has long been touched by 

images of children as victims of trauma and tragedy in the developing world, the 

invisibility of their number and plight in the Ireland of today should disturb us. Their 

presence here, after all, gives us an opportunity to provide much more substantial 

support than is possible when they are on the other side of the world. 

Even within the most needy of social groups there is, almost inevitably it seems, a 

hierarchy of trauma and vulnerability. Amongst asylum seeking children it is surely 
those who have arrived in Ireland unaccompanied. Think of a thirteen or fourteen year 

old young person known to you. Think of them arriving alone in a distant country, 

without friend or family, not knowing the language. Think how likely they would be to 
survive unscathed. Think what they might have experienced already that had led to their 

being in this situation in the first place. 

There are several hundred children in Ireland today who have had this experience. And 

their numbers are increasing. Until recent years there were none, in 1999 there were just 

over two hundred, in September 2000 alone there were 71. Our immigration and child 

welfare systems have, not surprisingly, struggled to cope. Now there is an improved 

response but it is still seriously inadequate. Many children have been placed on their 

own in highly unsuitable accommodation in which they have frequently had to share 

bedrooms with various adult strangers. This is grossly unsafe practice and a violation of 

their rights. The State must ensure that such practices are not allowed. We must provide 
properly for these children and meet their needs for practical supports and appropriate 

counselling.



Fundamentally there is a need for an approach that recognises the needs of children as 

refugees and asylum seekers and is generous in its response. This is a moral imperative, 

never mind a legal and international requirement. The UN Convention on the Rights of 

the Child is universal — the Irish Government’s responsibilities apply to children in 
Ireland — not just to Irish children. 

There are signs of a serious attempt to come to grips with what is a most urgent, if 

hidden, crisis. It is Barnardos’ intention in publishing this policy briefing as the fifth in a 

series of children’s policy issues, to shed light on the needs of refugee and asylum 

seeking children in Ireland. But even more so, it is to advocate for effective and prompt 
action. 

If ever there was an opportunity for Ireland to demonstrate its compassion and 

generosity towards children who have sought refuge here — whether as part of a family, 
or on their own — surely this is it? 

Owen Keenan 

November 2000 

Note: This paper was researched and written during the first half of 2000. Barnardos 

acknowledges that the situation concerning refugees and asylum seekers is constantly 

evolving and some of the more recent developments may not have been referred to.



MEETING THE NEEDS OF REFUGEE AND 
ASYLUM SEEKING CHILDREN IN IRELAND 
  

SECTION 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Responding to the needs of refugees and asylum seekers has generated 

considerable public debate, and controversy, in Ireland over the last three years. 

This debate has focused on the situation of asylum seekers coming to Ireland 
seeking refugee status (see Appendix for definition of terms). Less controversial 

has been our planned response from international requests to accommodate 

‘programme refugees’ from the Bosnian and Kosovan conflicts of the 1990’s. 

Since the mid 1990’s the number of asylum seekers has started to increase, growing 
significantly in 1998 and 1999. This has created practical demands, in terms of 

accommodation and the processing of applications for refugee status, but also 

demands on Irish society generally in moving to become a more multi-cultural society. 

Yet, in all the debate and controversy, little public attention has been given to the 

particular needs of children. Many children have come here to Ireland, some on 

their own, but mostly with their families. These children all have to face particular 

difficulties and challenges — in coping with the loss of their homeland and 

sometimes of family members, in adjusting to a new culture, learning a new 
language, integrating into a new school and making new friends. All of this makes 

particular demands on children and their families and requires attention and 

focused interventions. 

This paper sets out to highlight the particular needs of refugee and asylum seeking 

children and families. It describes some of the situations they have to deal with and 

makes recommendations as to how life in Ireland could be made better for them. 

The paper firstly looks at the general position regarding refugees and asylum 

seekers. It then focuses on making proposals as to how the situation of children 

from both these categories can be improved. 

THE REFUGEE ISSUE IN CONTEXT 

War, conflict, religious, ethnic or other persecutions have forced many millions of 

people to flee their homelands. It is estimated that, worldwide, there are up to 50 

million refugees, approximately 20 million living outside their own countries and 

30 million displaced within their own country.’ 

International Responses to Refugees 
The United Nations Geneva Convention on Refugees, 1951 defines a refugee as 

“any person who, owing to a well founded fear of being persecuted on the grounds 

1 UNHCR, (1997), The State of the World’s Refugees, Oxford: Oxford University Press



of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political 

opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable, or owing to such 

fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country.” 

Ireland is a signatory to this Convention and asylum seekers are entitled, therefore, 
to come to Ireland and seek refugee status. 

Seeking Asylum: Where Do People Go? 

Irish people might be forgiven for thinking that most asylum seekers are coming to 

Ireland, Britain or other European countries. In fact, it is estimated that the whole 

of Europe receives only 5% of the world’s asylum seekers. Tanzania, a country 

considerably poorer than Ireland, has accommodated 500,000 refugees in recent 
years.” 

The figure below shows the number of applications for refugee status in Ireland 

compared with some other European countries. 

FIGURE 1: APPLICATIONS FOR ASYLUM IN IRELAND AND SELECT 

EUROPEAN COUNTRIES 1992-1997 

  

  

  

  

  

  

Year Ireland UK Denmark Germany 

1992 39 32,300 13,991 438,191 

1993 91 28,500 14,473 322,599 

1994 362 42,200 6,700 127,517 

1995 424 55,000 5,100 129,517 

1996 1,179 37,000 5,900 151,300 

1997 3,883 41,500 5,100 136,000 
  

Source: National Consultative Committee on Racism and Interculturalism 

These figures show that while there are many millions of refugees worldwide, very 

few seek asylum in Europe. In overall terms the numbers who have sought asylum 

in Ireland as opposed to other European countries have been modest. However, it 
should be noted that the last few years have seen a marked increase in asylum 

applications here, and in 1999, as a percentage of the population, Ireland was the 

second highest recipient of applications in the EU. 

3. PROGRAMME REFUGEES 

The Context 

In a limited way, Ireland has invited refugees to live here over the past fifty years. 

Groups invited include refugees from Hungary in 1956, from Chile in 1973 and 
from Vietnam in 1979.° 

Between 1992 and 1999 various government decisions allowed for refugees and 

families to come to Ireland from the Balkans conflicts. The Bosnian refugee 

? Calypso (nd), Information on Refugees and Asylum Seekers in Ireland 

> O’Sullivan, E., (nd), Homelessness, Housing Need and Asylum Seekers in Ireland, Dublin: Homeless Initiative



community numbered 961 persons at the end of 1997. In 1998/1999 approximately 

1,000 Kosovars were invited to Ireland. 

FIGURE 2: PROGRAMME REFUGEES INVITED TO IRELAND 1956-1999 
  

  

  

  

  

  

Year Nationality Number* 

1956 Hungary 530 

1973 Chile 120 

1979 Vietnam 212 

1992-99 Former Yugoslavia (Bosnia) 1,228 

1998-99 Former Yugoslavia (Kosovo) 1,053 
  

Sources: E.O’ Sullivan (see reference below) and Refugee Agency 

*The numbers presented here are the initial numbers who came to Ireland, but the various populations have changed 

subsequently. For example, the Vietnamese population, with children born in Ireland and relatives admitted, was 

604 persons in September 1998. 

Providing for Programme Refugees 

Housing 
The main groupings of programme refugees have been assisted in different ways. 

The Vietnamese were initially accommodated in reception centres in Dublin and 

then housed in local authority housing in different parts of the country. In October 
1996 there were 582 Vietnamese living in Ireland, with the majority of adults 

having come to Ireland under a family reunification scheme. A recent survey 

showed that 96% of Vietnamese were residing in Dublin, with approximately half 

of those renting from the local authorities.‘ 

The Bosnian refugees were similarly accommodated in a reception centre in Cherry 
Orchard Hospital, Dublin. After an initial short stay period in Cherry Orchard, 

families began to move into private housing. The survey of Bosnians and 

Vietnamese showed that 89% of Bosnians were living in accommodation rented 

from private landlords, nearly all in Dublin and over half in the Dublin 15 postal 

district. 

The Kosovan programme saw over 1,000 people housed in 10 reception centres 

around the country. These are usually large self-catering hostel type centres staffed 

by health board personnel. By the end of 1999, following voluntary repatriation, 

there were 833 Kosovars in Ireland, and toward the end of 2000 only a small 

number remained. 

Other Support Services 
Programme refugees are entitled to work and receive the same housing, education 

and welfare services as Irish citizens. The Refugee Agency, established by 

Government in 1991, is the state agency responsible for the resettlement and 

integration of programme refugees. The agency provides a range of supports 

including assistance with housing and resettlement and advice in accessing health, 

4 O’Regan, C., (1998), Report of a Survey of the Vietnamese and Bosnian Refugee Communities in Ireland, Dublin: 

Refugee Resettlement Research Project 

> ibid
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welfare and educational services. The agency has worked with FAS, the 

Department of Education and Science, Trinity College, Dublin and Interact Ireland 

in the development of English language and vocational programmes. A Refugee 

Language Support Unit (RLSU) was established in 1999 with the brief of co- 
ordinating language support services for programme and convention refugees. 

Adult refugees can access up to a year’s English language training in courses run 

directly by the RLSU or in courses provided on contract by English language 
schools. In addition, vocational training programmes, combined with English 

language training, were successfully developed by Interact Ireland in the FAS 

training centre in Baldoyle, Dublin. These programmes have now been 
mainstreamed by FAS and are available at other FAS training centres. 

Other support services have been provided by a quite well developed, albeit under 

resourced, NGO sector. The Irish Refugee Council has a membership of over 50 

organisations, and provides advice, information and referral services as well as 

seeking the development of proper policies and services for refugees and asylum 
seekers. Access Ireland, established by the Refugee Council, works to promote 

greater awareness of refugees and for their integration into Irish society. It has run 

innovative training programmes, in conjunction with FAS, whereby refugees are 

trained to provide training to different professionals on various refugee issues. 

Access Ireland also runs an outreach support service which supports families and 
community initiatives. 

A smaller but important network of ‘refugee led’ initiatives has started to emerge in 

recent years. These include the Bosnian Community Development Project, funded 

under the Department of Social, Community and Family Affairs CDP programme. 

This project acts as a resource to the Bosnian community in Ireland, providing a 

jobs club, an information service and organising various cultural events. Other 

examples include the Association of Refugees and Asylum Seekers in Ireland 

(ARASD) and the African Refugee Network. 

The Experience of Refugees in Ireland 

While significantly more support services are available to programme and 

convention refugees than for asylum seekers, their situation is far from ideal. Their 
experiences have been highlighted by, amongst others, the African Refugee 

Network and in the survey of Vietnamese and Bosnian refugees. 

The Vietnamese/Bosnian survey highlights the fact that the majority of refugees 

have experienced substantial losses in coming to Ireland — loss of family, loss of 

home, loss of personal possessions. 40% of Bosnians surveyed said that they had 

experienced a noticeable drop in their standard of living since coming to Ireland.° 

In the housing area, many of the Bosnian programme refugees are living in the 

private rented sector. Lack of choice, either in getting a local authority house or



7 ibid 

purchasing privately, means that many refugee families end up living in parts of the 

city where private rental housing is available. As noted already, over 50% of 

Bosnians live in the Dublin 15 area. There are some dangers, therefore, of refugee 

families becoming unintentionally ghettoised in certain parts of the city. 

The problem is compounded by the fact that refugees living in the private rented 

sector receive rent supplement from the health board, and this supplement — as 

for other recipients — is reduced or eliminated when they take up employment. 

Adults, therefore, can be discouraged from entering the labour market. The 

consequences of these situations on family life and children are a potential 

reduction in opportunities to integrate normally into communities and a potential 

increase in isolation and stress caused by unemployment. In the Refugee 
Resettlement survey, just 24% of Bosnians and 27% of Vietnamese were in paid 

employment. 

Refugees have also experienced racism in Ireland. 32% of Vietnamese and 9% of 

Bosnians surveyed stated that they had experienced racial abuse’. In the study 

prepared by the African Refugee Network®, 87% of those surveyed reported that 

they had experienced racism from a variety of sources including landlords, security 

personnel, gardai and welfare officers. 

Comment 
It can be seen that Ireland has made an important, if modest, contribution to 

accepting programme refugees from various conflict situations over the past forty 

years. The establishment of the Refugee Agency, along with other support services, 

has been a positive step. In March 2000 the Minister for Justice, Equality and Law 

Reform announced the proposed establishment of a new statutory agency, to be 

called the Reception and Integration Agency, which will plan services for asylum 

seekers and refugees, and co-ordinate integration policy. The existing Refugee 

Agency will be incorporated into this new body. 

With developments such as these, and the establishment in 1998 of the National 

Consultative Committee on Racism and Interculturalism, a more concerted effort to 

assist refugees is beginning to emerge. Certainly, in contrast to the situation of 

asylum seekers, there has not been the same controversy regarding programme 

refugees coming to Ireland. However, the experiences of refugees here is far from 

ideal with many being unemployed and experiencing a loss of income. Surveys 

have also shown that considerable numbers have experienced racism. 

The situation and needs of refugee children, along with children from asylum 

seeking families, are considered jointly in a subsequent section. 

Asylum Seekers in Ireland 

As noted already it is the situation of asylum seekers that has generated most 
public and political debate. This has been fuelled, in part at least, by the 

considerable growth in the numbers of people seeking asylum in Ireland over the 

past five years. 

8 McCarthy, P., (1999), African Refugees Needs Analysis, Dublin: African Refugee Network 

 



FIGURE 3: APPLICATIONS FOR ASYLUM IN IRELAND 1992-1999 
  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

Year No. of Applications 

1992 39 

1993 51 

1994 362 

1995 424 

1996 1,179 

1997 3,883 

1998 4,626 

1999 7,724 
  

Source: Dept. of Justice, Equality and Law Reform 

FIGURE 4: MARITAL STATUS OF ASYLUM APPLICANTS 1997-2000 
  

  

  

  

  

  

Marital Status 1997 1998 1999 2000 

(30/4/00) 

Married 1,446 1,760 3,079 1,653 

Single 2,314 2,775 4,417 2,106 

Widowed 60 55 101 47 

Divorced 63 36 127 42 

3,883 4,626 7,724 3,848 
  

Source: Dept. of Justice, Equality and Law Reform 

Asylum seekers come from many countries, however in the period 1992-1999 (30/11), 48% came from just two 

countries, Romania and Nigeria, with a further 17% coming from Zaire/D.R. Congo, Algeria and Poland? 

The Asylum Seeking Process 

People arriving in Ireland seeking asylum have to go through a detailed application 

and assessment process to determine whether or not they will be granted refugee 

status. Applications for asylum are processed through a central office in Mount 
Street, Dublin. Applicants have to complete a detailed questionnaire and this is 

followed by a lengthy interview with a departmental official who makes a decision 

on the application. During this interview applicants can be accompanied by a legal 
advisor or another person, but this person is not allowed to answer questions on the 

applicant’s behalf. Interpreters are provided as necessary and where possible. In 

1999 a refugee legal service was established by the State to give legal assistance to 
asylum seekers in their application process. 

In the event of an application being refused, there is an appeals process with 

appeals being heard by an ‘appeals authority’, consisting mainly of barristers. More 

recent legislative developments provide for a number of changes in the way 

applications and appeals are handled. Under these an independent ‘Refugee 

Applications Commissioner’ will oversee asylum procedures. A Refugee Advisory 

Board will also be set up and the existing appeals authority will be replaced by an 
Appeals Tribunal. 

° Dept of Justice, Equality & Law Reform, (1999), Integration: A Two Way Process (Report of an Interdepartmental 

Working Group on the Integration of Refugees in Ireland), Dublin: Stationery Office



At the time of researching this paper (April 2000) the Department of Justice, 
Equality and Law Reform estimated that ‘first stage’ applications were being 

processed within a 4-13 month period, with appeals taking approximately 12 

months to deal with. The national social partnership agreement, the ‘Programme 

for Prosperity and Fairness’, notes the Government’s commitment to reducing the 

processing time for asylum applications to 6 months.'° 

In July 2000 the Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform announced the 

recruitment of 370 additional staff to assist with processing applications and 

appeals. 

The following figures summarise the main features of how applications have been 

  
dealt with at first stage and at appeal stage. 

FIGURE 5: ASYLUM APPLICATIONS — DECISION AT FIRST STAGE 

  

  

  

  

  

  

1995-1999 

Year 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 

No. of applications 424 1,179 3,883 4,626 7,724 

No. recognised as refugees 90 172 141 119 58 

No. withdrawn before decision 220 550 1,404 835 934 

No. refused 113 434 1,550 2,364 1,610 

No. outstanding 0 0 68 291 4,786 
  

Source: Dept. of Justice, Equality and Law Reform 

FIGURE 6: ASYLUM APPLICATIONS — DECISION AT APPEAL STAGE 

  

  

  

  

  

  

1995-1999 

Year 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 

Total No. appealed 741 374 1409 2068 1087 

No. withdrawn before appeal 9 26 143 275 44 

No. granted refugee status 11 97 328 138 

No. refused following appeal 54 232 593 290 88 

No. outstanding appeals 0 9 287 1295 935 
  

Source: Dept. of Justice, Equality and Law Reform 

Note: The above figures relate to the year in which the application was lodged and not the year in which the 

decision, appeal, etc. was made. 

From the above statistics it can be seen that the number of applicants who are 

granted refugee status at ‘first stage’ is quite small. A large number of applications 
are also withdrawn before an initial decision is made. 

The number granted refugee status on appeal is relatively small, although this has 
much to do with the rate at which appeals are processed. According to the 

10 Government of Ireland, (1999), Programme for Prosperity and Fairness



Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform, at the end of 1999 a total of 
1,782 appeals remained to be processed. 

The Situation of Asylum Seekers While their Applications are being Processed 

Asylum seekers can wait for anything from 4 months to 1-2 years for their 

application/appeal to be decided. Their situation during this waiting period can be 

summarised under the following headings. 

Accommodation 
Most asylum seekers, up until the end of 1999, were accommodated in the Eastern 

Health Board region, in a combination of B&B’s, hostels or rented premises. An 

exact breakdown of the type of accommodation used by different asylum seekers is 

not available. 

Asylum seekers receive rent supplement from the health board to pay for their 

accommodation. O’Sullivan, in his study, presents data showing 875 asylum 

seekers using B&B’s in the Eastern Health Board region in 1996.'' More recently, 
Faughnan’s report indicates that in October 1998 there were about 3,000 asylum 

seeker family units in the Dublin area, of which some 1,300 were in emergency 

accommodation.'* In March 2000, in the Eastern Regional Health Authority area, 

1,478 family units were living in bed and breakfast accommodation. 

Since the end of 1999, the Government has moved to develop a policy of what is 

called ‘dispersal’ and ‘direct provision’ for asylum seekers. Essentially, this means 

accommodating asylum seekers in designated centres — hostel, group homes, hotels 

— outside of Dublin and paying for this accommodation directly from state funds. 

By April 2000 over 1,000 asylum seekers had been dispersed to various centres in 

fourteen different counties.'* The option for asylum seekers choosing where to live 

is greatly reduced if not eliminated. 

With the increasing number of asylum seekers coming into the country the 

Government, in March 2000, announced new plans to accommodate them. 

This consisted of providing 8,000 places as follows: 

Prefabricated system built houses 4,000 

Hotels/guesthouses/hostels 2,000 

Mobile homes 1,000 

Flotels 1,000 

These developments, particularly the provision of ‘flotels’, provoked considerable 
debate and controversy. Indeed, in the first half of 2000, as the State endeavoured 

to accommodate an estimated inflow of 1,000 asylum seekers a month, the issue 

became one of huge political and public concern. On a regular basis the media 

carried reports of protests in different parts of the country concerning the ongoing 

efforts by the State to provide for asylum seekers in various centres outside Dublin. 

| O’ Sullivan, E., (nd), op cit 
2 Faughnan, P., (1999) Refugees and Asylum Seekers in Ireland, Dublin: Social Science Research Centre, U.C.D. 

3 Trish Times 27" April 2000



These protests expressed concerns about the numbers of asylum seekers coming 

into different communities and the lack of preparation, information and 
consultation with the host community. Equally, the growth in dispersal programmes 

has led to the establishment of a number of local support groups who are assisting 

asylum seekers settle and integrate into their new surroundings. 

Income 
Prior to the introduction of the ‘direct provision’ system referred to above, asylum 

seekers received a basic supplementary welfare allowance income plus a rent 

supplement as needed. Under the direct provision system, asylum seekers receive 

accommodation and meals (paid for by the State) and an allowance of £15 per 

week per adult and £7.50 per week per child, for any additional expenses. 

In February 2000, IMPACT, the union representing the community welfare officers 

who administer payments to asylum seekers, criticised the restriction of payments 

to £15/£7.50 per week and described it as ‘blatantly discriminatory’ .'* 

Employment and Education 
As a general rule asylum seekers are not entitled to access employment. Because of 

delays in the assessment process the Government decided to relax this rule and 
allow asylum seekers to work if they had been in the country for at least 12 months 

and were still awaiting a final determination of their application. The new rules also 

apply to those who sought asylum before July 26th 1999, once they cross the 12 
month threshold. Faughnan, in her report, notes that in Germany, Sweden and the 

UK asylum seekers are allowed to work after 3 months, 4 months and 6 months 

respectively." 

Asylum seekers, at present, do not have any formal right to access English 

language classes or FAS training schemes. The voluntary/community sector have 

assisted with the provision of English classes for asylum seekers. The Department 

of Education and Science’s White Paper on Adult Education, published in July 

2000, proposes that asylum seekers entitled to work should have a range of literacy 

and other training supports available to them. It proposes also that those not entitled 

to work should have free access to adult literacy, English language and mother 

culture supports. 

Health/Counselling Services 
Asylum seekers are entitled to medical cards and can therefore access the range of 

general practitioner and other public health services. 

Studies on the psychosocial and health needs of refugees and asylum seekers were 
carried out in 1997 and 1998,’° involving individual interviews and focus group 

discussions. The majority of those surveyed experienced loneliness and boredom 

and worried about the safety of family members. In the focus groups the topic of 
anxiety was a recurrent theme. The group discussions highlighted a need for 

4 Reported in The Irish Times 29" February 2000 
'S Faughnan, P., (1999), op cit 
'6 Begley, M. et al, (1999), Asylum in Ireland: A Public Health Perspective, Dublin: Dept of Public Health Medicine, 

U.C.D. and Congregation of the Holy Ghost 
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informal support via friends and self help groups, but suggested that more formal 
‘professional’ counselling services were culturally unacceptable. 

In the Eastern Regional Health Authority area, a clinical psychology service is 

available both for refugees and asylum seekers. Referrals can be made from the 

Refugee Application Centre, GPs, or other professionals. Refugees and asylum 
seekers can also access the service directly. 

Racism 

Asylum seekers have experienced discrimination and racism in Ireland. Of the 43 

individuals interviewed in the U.C.D./Holy Ghost'’ study, over half perceived the 
‘atmosphere of racial integration and peaceful co-existence’ as poor or very poor. In 

the focus group interviews, participants spoke of experiencing hostility and that this 

was getting worse (primarily in Dublin) as the number of asylum seekers increased. 

Faughnan, in her report, refers to a survey of 157 asylum seekers in Ireland, 78% of 

whom had experienced racially motivated verbal or physical attacks.'® 

Services for Children 

The main service available to children is primary and post primary schooling. 

Children from both asylum seeking and refugee families are expected to attend 

school in the same way as Irish children. Improved procedures are now in place to 

support schools with significant numbers of non national children. Primary schools 

who have 15 or more non national children with English language deficits are 

entitled to an extra temporary teacher for up to 2 years. Schools with 35 or more 

pupils are entitled to 2 temporary teachers. Schools with between 4 and 15 pupils 

receive financial grant assistance. At second level, in the academic year 

1999-2000, the Department of Education and Science had allocated 12 whole time 

equivalent teaching posts to cater specifically for the needs of pupils with English 

language deficits. 

In addition, the community and voluntary sector have developed various recreational 

and educational support services, although it is not possible to quantify the exact 

nature and extent of these. Examples of these would be in Tallaght, Co. Dublin where 

a “family literacy’ project involving both non national children and their parents, has 

been piloted, and in one school in Tallaght where the St. Vincent de Paul has 

supported the provision of out of school recreational activities. Children can also 
avail of the clinical psychology service in the Eastern Regional Health Authority area. 

Separated Children Seeking Asylum 

Separated children seeking asylum (sometimes referred to as ‘unaccompanied 

minors’) are defined as young people under the age of eighteen years, outside their 

country of origin and separated from both parents or other guardian. Separated 

children seeking asylum have particular needs and requirements which need to be 

met in an organised and child centred manner. 

This section of the paper draws on the experience of Barnardos’ Guardian ad Litem 

service which has represented some separated children in their journey through the 

'8 Faughnan, P., (1999), op cit 
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asylum process. A detailed and comprehensive analysis of this particular issue has 

been prepared by the Refugee Council.’ 

At the end of April 2000 there were 106 applications for refugee status from 
separated children being processed. Since the beginning of 2000, the Department of 

Justice, Equality and Law Reform has introduced a policy whereby young 

applicants are not interviewed without being accompanied by a social worker 

assigned to the child by the health board. The Department is committed to ‘fast 

tracking’ applications from separated children. Interviews are conducted by 

personnel with specific training. Provisions in the 1996 Refugee Act propose that 

children who arrive in the State are referred to the relevant health board and these 

are cared for under the provisions of the 1991 Child Care Act. 

The Irish Refugee Council study analyses in detail the practice and policies in 

Ireland in respect of separated children, and compares these with the ‘Statement of 
Good Practice’ prepared by the Separated Children in Europe Programme (this is a 

joint initiative of Save the Children and UNHCR involving 27 European countries). 

While acknowledging that practice and policy in Ireland does conform to the 

statement of good practice in a number of respects, the study highlights the 

following areas of concern: 

e That no specific legislative provision is in place to guarantee that separated 
children will not be refused entry. 

e That there is no specific requirement for an independent Guardian ad Litem to 

be appointed by the courts to represent the needs of separated children. 

e That in many situations separated children are placed in hostel type 

accommodation without any adult care givers. 

e That there is no specific system in place to assist in tracing their families or in 

fast tracking family reunification. Nor are there any measures in place to assist 

young people in reuniting with their families while their application is being 

determined. 

As part of their study, the Refugee Council hosted a workshop for separated children 

in conjunction with UNHCR. Ten children attended from six different countries. 

Most of the children stated that they did not think the Irish Government or people 

had a positive attitude towards refugees. Some said they had experienced verbal 
racial abuse. The young people pointed out that they had to share rooms with adult 

strangers, who change regularly. They also found that access to education was 

difficult and none had been provided with guidance on how to enrol in a school. 

All agreed that a suitable person should be appointed to advise and support them 

through the asylum process. 

'9 Trish Refugee Council, (1999), Separated Children Seeking Asylum in Ireland: A Report on Legal and Social 

Conditions, Dublin: Irish Refugee Council 
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Issues Facing Asylum Seekers and Children 

While the significant growth in the number of asylum seekers coming to Ireland 

has to be acknowledged, the overall situation of families and children is 

unsatisfactory in a number of respects. 

Asylum seekers have experienced long delays in their applications and appeals 

being processed. Some live in this uncertain situation for a year or more. This 

uncertainty is compounded by living circumstances which are not conducive to any 

proper family life. While exact information is very hard to access, it is clear that 

literally thousands of families are living in B&B’s and hostels. Parents and children 

sharing the same room is commonplace. In hostels, meals are either provided or 

families use a communal kitchen. The opportunities for a private family life are 

minimal and the potential for stress, both within and between families, is 

heightened. These difficulties are exacerbated by many asylum seekers not being 

able to work. While children can attend school during the day, parents are left with 

a lot of time on their hands or are minding younger children in cramped living 

conditions. 

These difficulties for families have not been helped by the ‘dispersal’ and ‘direct 

provision’ policies. While Government is clearly under pressure to provide 

accommodation, the experience for some of living in rural Ireland with only £15 

per adult/£7.50 per child to spend can be even more alienating, and at the end of 

February 2000, of 1,154 people placed in full board/self-catering outside Dublin, 
275 (24%) had moved out, in some instances forsaking state benefits.*” For those 
that do stay, making ends meet on £15 per week or £2.14 per day, can be extremely 

difficult especially in rural Ireland where bus/rail journeys are expensive. 

Given the living and economic situation of asylum seekers it is not surprising that 

some experience depression, anxiety and boredom. Contributory factors to this are 
the direct experience of racist abuse and, at a national level, the fact that asylum 

seekers are often portrayed as a ‘problem’ to be dealt with rather than a potential 

benefit or resource to Irish society. 

As we have seen, the main service for children is within the school system. Extra 

resources have been provided for schools with a significant non national population 

and it is clear from an article prepared by one school principal*’ that schools have 
worked hard and creatively to respond to a new situation. However, given the rapid 

increase in non nationals within a short time period, the level of resources available 

to allow schools prepare properly for this new teaching environment has been 

modest. Cannon notes, for example, that “non nationals now account for over 25% 

of the total enrolment. This is an unanticipated sharp increase within a one year 

period, for which neither pupils nor staff are in any way prepared.” 

A study in Tallaght on Travellers, refugees and racism suggests that most young 
children integrate well into an English speaking school. The situation for older 

children is less positive and the study points to situations whereby older refugee 

0 Reported in The Irish Times 21* March 2000 

21 Cannon, M., (2000), The Impact of Immigration on a Primary School Programme, in ChildLinks, Dublin: 
Barnardos’ National Children’s Resource Centre 
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children are put into classes with younger children because of their limited English. 

The authors suggest that “the problem for many older children is not levels of 

competency in academic work but a specific and unsurprising problem with 

competency in English.”” 

The absence of a comprehensive English language/education programme can lead 

to difficulties for children and within families. While children learn English at 

school, there is as yet no comprehensive state provision for asylum seeking parents. 

Parents then are not able to become actively involved in their child’s education or 

to support him/her in everyday activities such as homework. Walsh, in her article,” 

notes the potential danger of ‘role reversal’ whereby children can become 

interpreters for their parents, possibly exposed to adult information which is not 

developmentally appropriate. 

Walsh’s article also highlights the need for appropriate child protection practice. 

She suggests that both under reporting of suspected abuse, (where the abuse is 

perceived as ‘part of the culture’) and over reporting of suspected abuse (where 

indigenous child rearing practice is perceived as abuse) may occur. Practical issues 

such as tracking families who move between temporary accommodation also need 

to be addressed. 

Finally, it is clear that there are particular issues to be addressed in the treatment of 

separated children seeking asylum. These children are likely to be particularly 

vulnerable and the Irish Refugee Council study suggests that the practice in Ireland, 

in some respects at least, is not up to the best international standards. 

22 Binchy, A. & McVeigh, R.,(1997), Travellers, Refugees and Racism in Tallaght, Dublin: West Tallaght Resource 

Centre 

23 Walsh, R., (2000), Child Refugees and Asylum Seekers and Their Families: A Psychological Perspective, in 

ChildLinks, Dublin: Barnardos’ National Children’s Resource Centre 

13 

 



SECTION 2 

INTRODUCTION 

In this section Barnardos highlights some of the policy developments required to 
enhance the situation of children. 

Before doing this it is important to set this in a child focused manner as the human side 
of the problem is often overlooked. We lose sight of the fact that children, and families, 
often experience severe disruption coming to a strange country. Many have left behind 
difficult and sometimes traumatic situations. 

Children are particularly vulnerable in these situations and a United Nations/UNICEF 
report describes it as follows: 

“To flee from one’s home is to experience a deep sense of loss, and the 
decision to flee is not taken lightly. Those who do make this decision do so 
because they are in danger of being killed, tortured, forcibly recruited, raped, 
abducted or starved among other reasons. They leave behind their assets and 
property, relatives, friends, familiar surroundings and established social 
networks.”* 

Another UNICEF survey highlights some of the terrible experiences children have lived 
through. Of 1,505 children surveyed in Sarajevo in 1993, 97% had experienced shelling 
nearby, 55% had been shot at by snipers and 66% had been in a situation where they 
thought they might die.” In 1997, UNICEF collected personal testimonies from a 
number of Congolese children who had lived through conflict. One of these, a 14-year- 
old boy, described his experience “our house was knocked down by the shelling. I lost 
my family. My parents and my brothers were killed. Because of the war the others left... 
When the night comes you start thinking. You are scared to sleep because of the things 
you lived through during the day.””® 

There are many more testimonies like this. While not all children coming to Ireland 
would have experienced this level of trauma, it is fair to say that all will have 
experienced loss of some kind. And some will come here deeply upset. Recognising this 
reality should be the starting point which informs our response. 

RECOMMENDATIONS AND PROPOSALS 

Barnardos wishes to see a much greater public debate and policy focus on the needs of 
children. To contribute to this it puts forward the following proposals which Barnardos 
believes will make a positive contribution to the lives of children and families coming 
to live in Ireland. 

*4 Marcel, G., (1996), Impact of Armed Conflict on Children, United Nations/UNICEF 

* Unicef, (1996), The State of the World’s Children, Oxford: Oxford University Press 

6 Unicef, (1997) Care and Protection in the Worst of Times 
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Enhancing Family Life 

Wherever possible we should try to create a normal family life for children during 

their stay in Ireland. 

Given the trauma and disruption children will have experienced, creating a normal 
family life is a priority. To assist in this Barnardos proposes the following: 

That families should be encouraged and supported to access private housing if this is 
their wish. 

That the policy of ‘direct provision’, where adults only receive £15 (£7.50 for a 
child) spending money per week be substantially amended. If families have to stay 

in hostel type accommodation, it should be for a short period and during this time 

spending money should be substantially increased. Families should be encouraged 

and allowed to access private housing throughout the State, and in these situations 

asylum seekers and refugees should receive welfare payments as for Irish citizens. 

If the State is unable to process asylum applications in a reasonable time — say 6 

months — asylum seekers should be given temporary work permits. This will 

alleviate stress and boredom for parents and allow families achieve a greater 

disposable income. 

Substantial resources should be invested in ensuring a fair and speedy asylum 

application process. (In this respect, the significant increase in staffing announced in 

July 2000 is welcome.) Delays and uncertainty in this area are damaging to family 

life. 

Significant investment should be made, both nationally and locally, in creating 

awareness and understanding of the needs of asylum seekers and refugees. Financial 
and other supports should be made available to voluntary support groups who are 

assisting in the integration process. (Following proposals to the Government during 

summer 2000 from the National Consultative Committee on Racism and 
Interculturalism, a substantial awareness and information programme on racism and 

cultural diversity is to be put in place. Again, this is to be welcomed.) 

Education 

It is particularly important that we develop an appropriate response within our 

education system. 

Accordingly, Barnardos proposes that: 

The numbers of pupils required in primary school to secure an additional teacher 

(currently 15) be reduced to 7. 

Schools who have more than 5% of their enrolment made up of non nationals be 

supported and resourced to develop ‘whole school’ policies, both for staff and the 

community, regarding the integration of non national children. 
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Such schools be resourced also to develop appropriate out of school or after school 

activities which will facilitate integration of children and parents. 

The various recommendations concerning refugees and asylum seekers, in the White 

Paper on Adult Education, be implemented immediately. Both for themselves, and in 

their role as educators of their children, it is especially important that asylum 

seeking parents have access to English language classes. Such classes should be 

developed by V.E.C.’s in all communities with asylum seeking families. Support 

should be made available also for innovative family literacy type initiatives. 

Community Support Services 

It is important that families are facilitated to participate in community life and 

that self help initiatives are encouraged. 

Accordingly, Barnardos proposes that: 

Additional resources be made available to existing community support projects (e.g. 

projects funded under the Department of Social, Community and Family Affairs, 

Community Development Programme, family resource centres funded by health 

boards), so that they can develop activities which will respond to the needs of 

asylum seeking/refugee children and families. 

Support be made available from the Department of Social, Community and Family 

Affairs for the development of other projects like the Bosnian Community 

Development Project in Dublin. 

Self help groupings, such as the African Refugee Network and the Association of 

Refugees and Asylum Seekers in Ireland, be supported in their efforts to build 

mutual support networks for their members. 

Funding be made available to state and community childcare agencies so that they 

can properly train staff in responding to the distinctive needs of refugee/asylum 

seeking children. 

Counselling Services 

Given the trauma many children and parents have experienced, it is important 

that appropriate counselling services are available to them. 

Accordingly, Barnardos proposes that: 

A psychological service, similar to that operating in the ERHA area, be provided in 

other parts of the country where significant numbers of asylum seekers/refugees reside. 

Support, training and resources be made available to mainstream 

counselling/psychological services, such as child guidance clinics, to enable them to 

respond to the needs of refugees and asylum seekers. 
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Separated Children 

Separated children are particularly vulnerable and have distinct needs. A formal 

policy statement/code of practice should be prepared by the Irish Government 

regarding the treatment of these children. 

Barnardos proposes that such a code of practice should include the following: 

A formal, legislative commitment that separated children will not be refused entry 

into Ireland. 

Establishment of a procedure whereby a Guardian ad Litem is appointed through the 

courts as soon as possible, to safeguard the needs and rights of the young person as 

he/she works through the asylum seeking process. Side by side with this, a 

commitment for a specific social worker to be assigned to look after the child’s 

welfare throughout the application process. 

Continued commitment to a system of ‘fast tracking’ applications from separated 

children, which will also include a commitment not to conduct interviews without 

the child’s legal representative/guardian being present. 

A commitment that the State will only house children in accommodation suitable to 

their needs, excluding, therefore, situations where children are housed with adults 

unknown to them. 

Introduction of procedures whereby a designated agency has responsibility for 

tracing families of separated children. Side by side with this, the establishment of 

sympathetic procedures concerning family reunification. 

A commitment by health boards to provide a social work support service to 

separated children granted refugee status up until their eighteenth birthday. 
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Appendix 

Definition of Terms: 

Refugee 

The commonly accepted definition of a refugee is contained in the 1951 Geneva 

Convention relating to the status of refugees. It defines a refugee as “any person who, 

owing to a well founded fear of being persecuted on the grounds of race, religion, 
nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the 

country of his nationality and is unable, or owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail 
himself of the protection of that country”. 

Asylum Seeker 

A person who seeks to be recognised as a refugee in accordance with the terms of the 
1951 Convention. 

Convention Refugee 

A term sometimes used to describe a person who has been granted refugee status in 
accordance with the terms of the 1951 Convention. 

Programme Refugee 

Persons who have been invited to Ireland following a Government decision to respond 

to humanitarian requests from bodies such as UNHCR. An example of these would be 
the Bosnians invited here in 1992 —1995. 

Persons Granted Leave To Remain 

A status granted at the discretion of the Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform 

to persons whose claims for asylum are not considered to meet the criteria set out in the 

1951 UN Convention but who are not returned because their country is at war or for 

some other compelling reason. Generally, persons granted leave to remain have similar 
rights to persons granted refugee status. 

Persons Admitted Under Family Reunification Programmes 

The Refugee Act, 1996 contains provisions which allow refugees to apply for family 

members to enter and reside in the State. Although the relevant section is not yet in 

force, current procedural arrangements follow closely the arrangements set out in the 

Act. Persons admitted under a family reunification programme have the same rights as a 
convention refugee. 
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