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arnardos has welcomed the NESF

report Early Childhood Care and

Education and believes that it has set

out a framework for the development of

early childhood care and education over

the next ten years. 

In particular we welcome the proposal for

one year’s universal quality free early

childhood care and education provision for

pre-school children. We welcome the

importance attached to child development,

diversity of provision, flexibility of choice 

for parents and the proposed child and

family centres.

This edition of ChildLinks focuses on the

theme of child poverty with a range of articles

presented from research, policy, theoretical

advocacy and practice perspectives. The

Barnardos Seven Steps plan towards ending

child poverty is outlined which is relevant

to the current media and political focus on

childcare. Evaluations of early years

programmes have shown that participation

in such programmes has a positive impact

on children’s cognitive, social and emotional

development, school readiness and school

performance, particularly for children who

are most disadvantaged. Accordingly, Barnardos

is recommending that in the short term

universal quality free early childhood

education and care be made available as a

priority to children who are disadvantaged.

The 2005 budget has taken a first step in

tackling the childcare crisis and lifting one in

seven children in Ireland out of poverty, but

unfortunately significant opportunities have

been missed. Critically, the budget did not

address the need for a free one year pre-

school place for all children. A payment of €19

per week (i.e. the early childcare supplement)

will not make childcare more affordable for

parents caught in the poverty trap. 

It is hoped that the decision to delegate to

the Minister for Children responsibility for

childcare, child protection and welfare,

juvenile justice and early years education

will also give greater priority to the issue of

child poverty.

We believe that investing in children is an

investment in the future, because every

childhood lasts a lifetime.
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Anne Conroy Editor

Editorial
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NORAH GIBBONS Director of Advocacy, Barnardos

Barnardos’ current campaign Seven Steps to Ending Child Poverty aims to dispel the

public myth that there is no child poverty in Ireland and to lobby the Government

and political parties to introduce policy reform and increase investment in services

that children need and use. In the context of the Government’s own target of eliminating

child poverty by 2007 Barnardos believes it is unacceptable that in 2005, one in seven

children in Ireland live in consistent poverty.1

As can be seen from the quotes from families and children, they are acutely aware of

their circumstances and how poverty can hinder their development and childhood.

These parents are frustrated and disheartened that despite Ireland being one of the

richest countries in the world their children suffer daily because of the lack of

Government investment in families and services. Getting the voice of the child and

families is crucial to Barnardos as it presents the real life situations that these families

go through on a daily basis. It is with these families that Barnardos works and it is

only through a better understanding of their lives that we can work with them and

for them for a better Ireland in which to raise their children. 

STEPS
to Ending Child Poverty

7

1 Central Statistics Office (2005) EU – SILC study stated 148,000 children under 18 years live in consistent poverty. This equates to one in seven children. 
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‘The area has not changed much since I was a child! There is
still nothing in it for children, no parks or playgrounds. We
would love to give our children more, but we simply can’t.
We want to give our children what we did not have but
everything costs so much.’ (Family with 4 children living in the Midlands)

EXTENT OF CHILD POVERTY IN IRELAND
The full extent of child poverty means that in 2003 
(the latest year for which figures are available):

148,000 children under the age of 18 were living in consistent
poverty – this represents one in seven children (or 14.6% of all
children). These are children who were living in households with
incomes below 60% of the national median income and
experiencing deprivation based on the agreed eight deprivation
indicators.2

In 2003, Ireland had the highest rate of relative child poverty
(23%) in the EU-15, this equates to 242,000 children. 
Children in households where parents are unemployed, ill,
disabled or where there are three or more children are particularly
at risk of poverty. In addition, children raised in lone-parent
households are at a high risk of experiencing poverty. 

What is Barnardos looking for?
The Seven Steps to Ending Child Poverty are:

1. RAISE INCOMES FOR FAMILIES WITH 
CHILDREN LIVING IN POVERTY
Honour and increase outstanding child benefit commitments
Introduce a revised targeted child income support

‘Everything that you would like to do with your children, you
can’t – even a trip to the beach involves carnivals and all of
the amusements are €1 or €2 a go. This restricts them to our
immediate area as also there is cost of public transport to
start with. But while there may be some sports in the
community I don’t have the money to put them in there. I
would love to include my kids, but it is not possible on my
budget. Times are very different to when I was a child – all
recreation now is costly.’ (Mother of 5 living in Cork) 

‘The cost of everything has risen; this makes it very difficult
to keep up. My daughter is going to college in October and
there has been a break in the Child Benefit so I received no
Benefit for her between June –September, that is €140
down for each of these months. I know I will get it back in
October but it makes it so hard for the summer because on
my budget I have to live week to week.’ (Mother of 2, Cork)

Increasing families’ incomes is an immediate way to ensure that the
household income does not fall below the poverty line. Ireland’s
child income supports come in two forms, firstly the universal Child
Benefit payment paid to all parents and secondly the Child
Dependant Allowance (CDA), which is a targeted, means tested
payment, paid to those in receipt of social welfare. Recently,
Government policy has been to significantly increase the Child
Benefit payment, which is paid to all parents while the rate of CDA,
has remained static since 1994. 

Child benefit
The aim of the payment, as described by the Government, is to
contribute towards the cost of child-rearing and childcare. The
Government had set a minimum Child Benefit target of €149.90
and €185.40 by 2003, which has been deferred twice and is still
outstanding. These targets are already being devalued given
increases in the costs of living and inflation. 

Barnardos’ recommendation In Budget 2006, increase the
Child Benefit rates to €155.92 for the first two children and €192.85
for third and subsequent children. All future increases in Child
Benefit should be raised in line with the real costs of rearing a child. 

A revised targeted child income support
It is recognised that a more targeted approach is needed to assist
the poorest children in Ireland. Barnardos approves of the National
Economic and Social Council3 proposal to merge the Child
Dependant Allowance (CDA) and Family Income Supplement
payments because it would benefit both children whose parents
are on social welfare and those in low paid employment. Both of
these groups are identified as being most at risk of poverty. 

Under the new proposal, families would automatically receive this
targeted child income support if their household income was
below a certain threshold. This would remove the condition that
eligibility would be based on either social welfare or employment
status. Barnardos believes this payment should be set at a minimum
of €33 per week. This is based on up-rating the CDA rate from the
1994 values in line with inflation and costs of living. 

Barnardos’ recommendation Introduce a targeted child
income support in Budget 2006 at a minimum rate of €33 per
week. Also ensure that the income thresholds, which will determine
eligibility, are set sufficiently high to ensure that all children living in
poverty will benefit from the payment. 

2. IMPROVE EDUCATIONAL OUTCOMES 
FOR ALL CHILDREN
Ensure all children make the transition to second level
education
Adequately assist parents with the costs of sending their
children to school
Adequately resource the National Education Welfare Board

‘The extent of poverty for this child meant that she attended
school for a full year with torn runners, no socks, and no school
bag and never had a pencil.’ (Barnardos employee about a girl aged 11, Dublin)

‘All four of the young persons (aged 11 & 12) attending the group
found huge difficulty in understanding worksheets given to them
that required them to read and write. One boy asked me to
spell his home address. All four needed extra support from the
two workers running the programme. When meeting up with the
young persons two months later, they commented on how
isolated they felt, how they were taunted and bullied by other
children in the school because they attended the special
needs class.’ (Barnardos employee, running a transition programme to help children 
make the transition between primary and secondary school easier).

2 Combat Poverty Agency (2005), Ending Child Poverty, figures adapted from the EU-SILC 2003
3 NESC Child Income Supports (2005) 
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‘I got a loan of €1,000 from a loan shark for uniforms, books
and other stuff, because the government help doesn’t even
scratch the surface of what the kids need, for example, a
tracksuit for the youngest child starts of at €25.’

(Mother of 5, Dublin)

The link between poverty and educational disadvantage4 is very
strong and can have a lifelong detrimental impact on the child in
terms of personal and skills development and labour market
participation. Despite the existence of a number of Government
initiatives and strategies to tackle educational disadvantage, the
extent of literacy difficulties and early school leaving is still a matter
for serious concern especially in areas of disadvantage. 

Almost 1,000 pupils per year fail to make the transition
between primary and secondary school. 
Almost one in three third class pupils in disadvantaged areas
suffer severe literacy difficulties.5

Early school leaving is estimated to affect nearly one in five
young people in Ireland. Fifteen per cent of young people leave
school without a Leaving Certificate and 3% with no
qualification at all.6 

Barnardos’ recommendation Introduce an effective tracking
system to ensure that all children make the transition from primary
school to secondary school. 

Even the costs of sending children back to school can be a struggle
for parents especially when there are a number of siblings returning.
The current value of the Back to School Clothing and Footwear
Allowance (€80 for a primary school pupil and €150 for a
secondary school pupil) is not reflective of the true costs of
uniforms, sportswear and footwear. Recent Barnardos research
shows that the average costs for basic uniform, sportswear, shoes
and textbooks for a primary school pupil is €225.60 and for a
secondary school child it is €408.75. For those entering first year in
secondary school the costs are substantially higher. 

Barnardos’ recommendations
Increase the Back to School Clothing and Footwear Allowance
to €150 for primary school children and €200 for secondary
school children to reflect costs of clothing and footwear in
Budget 2006. 
Roll out the school book rental scheme nationally to reduce
costs of textbooks. 
Provide a once off payment of €300 to all pupils entering first
year in secondary school to reflect the additional costs
incurred in beginning the secondary school cycle. 

Absenteeism among children living in areas of disadvantage is a
serious issue and has been identified as particularly acute for children
among the Traveller community and other ethnic minorities. The
National Education Welfare Board (NEWB) was established to
monitor and combat absenteeism by working with parents, teachers
and pupils. However, its resources are too limited to fulfil all of its
objectives therefore restricting its ability to make an impact on
combating absenteeism. 

Barnardos’ recommendation Adequately resource the
National Education Welfare Board to ensure it is able to make a
positive impact on children experiencing absenteeism. 

3. INTRODUCE COMPREHENSIVE QUALITY EARLY 
CHILDHOOD EDUCATION AND CARE SYSTEM
Introduce a one year free quality Early Childhood Education
and Care place for all children in the year prior to attending
primary school

‘I can see the benefit this programme has been to my child
and other children. There are so many activities they can 
do that it really improves their development. They learn to
become more independent while also learning to share and
to play together. The experience really helped my older
child who has now started primary school.’ 

(Family with 3 children in Dublin)

For the child, the benefits of quality pre-school education and care
are far reaching and can assist towards breaking the cycle of
intergenerational poverty. Quality pre-school experience appears
to be a stronger force in the lives of children from low-income
families than those in high-income families. Public expenditure in
Ireland on pre-school education and care is near minimal. Less than
0.2% of Irish GDP is invested in childcare, half that of most other
industrialised countries and just a fifth of the EU target of 1% GDP.
The main current Government strategy in this area is the
implementation of the Equal Opportunities for Childcare
Programme under the National Development Plan. So far the
programme has created 24,600 childcare places between 2000 and
2004 in community based playgroups and private crèches.
However, issues of affordability and lack of places are still rife. The
issue of Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) is now firmly
placed on the political agenda and Barnardos feels it is timely for
large scale reform and investment to be targeted into this area. 

The National Economic and Social Forum (NESF) 2005 report on
Early Childhood Care and Education issued a number of
recommendations to span a 10 year period that would formalise
and improve the sector in the interests of children. The principles of
flexibility of choice for parents, diversity of provision and quality are
central to any reform of this sector. The main recommendation
from NESF is the introduction of a universal quality free ECEC
place for 3.5 hours a day, 5 days a week to all children the year prior
to joining primary school. For the younger children it is
recommended that current facilities should continue to be
resourced and improved. 

Barnardos’ recommendation Although Barnardos agrees
with the NESF recommendation, it is a long-term objective. In the
short term Barnardos calls for the roll-out of these universal quality
free Early Childhood Education and Care places to begin with
children who are disadvantaged.

4

4 Saint Vincent de Paul (2003) Learning to Make Do – A Survey on Educational Disadvantage
5 Educational Research Centre (2004) Reading Literacy in Disadvantaged Primary Schools
6 NESF (2002) Early School Leavers
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4. ERADICATE HEALTH INEQUALITIES SO THAT 
EVERY CHILD HAS ACCESS TO HEALTH CARE
Extend the medical card to include all families whose total
income is taxed at the standard 20% tax rate 
Ensure health services for children are available, accessible 
and appropriate

‘He is in poor physical health. He is frequently unwell, is
underweight, and suffers from constipation, headlice and
skin rashes such as ringworm. His speech and language is
delayed. Also the mother is in poor health, and there is
difficulty accessing and paying for a Doctor.’

(Barnardos employee about a boy aged 3, Dublin) 

‘I was working for a year, but when I lost the medical card I
had to give up work. We have 4 children including a baby so
losing the medical card was not an option for us.’ 

(Family with 4 children living in the Midlands)

‘My daughter has been waiting for 9 months already for an
educational psychological assessment and has been told she
has to wait another two and half years. This is impacting on
her development as she should have started school this year
but without the assessment there will be no resource teacher
for her. If we wait the two and half years it will be too late
as she will be struggling too much in school so now I have to
find €300 to pay for a consultant to give me the assessment
which will then let me know what supports my daughter
needs. Why should she have to wait this long?’ 

(Family with 1 child, Dublin) ‘

Ireland has a two-tier health system based on an ability to pay. This
reinforces the correlation between poverty and ill-health with the
result that: 

Many of those on low incomes cannot afford to bring their
child to the doctor, dentist or optician.
Women from economically poorer backgrounds who are
outside the labour market are more than twice as likely to give
birth to low birth weight children as women in the higher
professional group.7

A large majority of Traveller children live in conditions that are
far below the minimum required for healthy child development.8

The proportion of the population covered by the Medical Card
scheme has decreased since 1997 despite an increase in the
population. The loss of the full medical card can place a huge
burden on low income families as they are unable to meet the
medical needs of their families and this can have a detrimental
affect on a child’s development. 

The Tanaiste’s recent announcement to increase the Medical Card
income guidelines by 20% is welcome as it will extend the coverage
of the full Medical Card while another proportion will be eligible
for the GP only cards. However, Barnardos believes that the GP

only medical card is inadequate to meet the medical needs of low
income families because these cards do not cover the costs of
prescription medicines or any follow up treatment. Barnardos calls
for the full Medical Card scheme to be extended to include all
families whose total income is taxed at the standard 20% tax rate. 

Barnardos’ recommendation Extend the full Medical Card to
all families whose total income is taxed at the standard tax rate
(20%). This would ensure that not only families reliant on social
welfare would keep the Medical Card but also those whose income
is on the National Minimum Wage and those who are on the
Average Industrial Earnings. 

Children whose parents are unable to pay for specialists and who
have to rely on accessing these services publicly are experiencing
lengthy delays. Such services include orthodontists, opticians,
speech and language therapists and these delays can seriously
impede the child’s personal development. For those children who
need medical care, sometimes they are placed in adult care settings
in the community and hospitals because there are insufficient child
appropriate care settings. For instance, over 2,650 children and
teenagers were admitted to adult psychiatric hospitals and units in
general hospitals between 1998 and 2000. Over 200 of these were
aged 15 and under. This can have a negative affect on their recovery. 

Barnardos’ recommendation In light of the National
Children’s Strategy goal to ensure that children receive quality
supports and services, a targeted programme of investment is
needed to ensure health services are available, accessible and
appropriate for children needing them regardless of their illness. 

5. IMPROVE HOUSING STANDARDS 
FOR CHILDREN AT RISK
Remove all children from B&B emergency accommodation
Enforce the Residential Tenancy Act 2004 to protect the
interests of vulnerable tenants in the private rented sector

‘I have been living in my house for 5 years now even though
I was told it would be for around 6 months as these houses
are condemned for demolition. There is no control in the area,
houses are left derelict and are often set on fire, rubbish is
dumped in the gardens, lots of traffic speeding and kids just
want to be kids and explore their area but it is too dangerous
for them. The Council just don’t seem to care and are letting
anti-social behaviour take hold.’ (Family with 3 children, Dublin)

‘The child was living in temporary accommodation with
both parents in a one bed roomed basement flat which is
dark, in a poor state of repair, sparsely furnished with no
garden or outdoor facilities.’ (Barnardos employee about a boy aged 3, Dublin)

Private ownership continues to be the preferred housing tenure in
Ireland. However, for children living in poverty, accommodation in
the social housing sector and private rental sectors are more likely. 

7 Pubic Health Alliance Ireland (2004) Health in Ireland – An Unequal State
8 Department of Health and Children (2002) Traveller Health 
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Local authority tenants are five times more likely to be living in
consistent poverty than people living in other types of accommodation.9

Poorer children are more likely to live in sub-standard housing and
in areas with few shops and amenities, where children have little or
no space to play safely. A significant number of children also
experience homelessness and/or live in emergency accommodation.
The implications of homelessness for children are bleak, frequently
these children have histories of incomplete vaccinations, poor
nutrition, retarded weight and height growth, and they suffer from
emotional and mental distress. 

In 2002, there were 5,581 people homeless. Of these 1,405 were
children who were homeless with their parents in Ireland – 1,140
of them in Dublin. Approximately 56% of children homeless with
their parents in Dublin were aged five years or less.10 A revised set
of statistics on the number of homeless children is due shortly and
these are expected to be lower following the implementation of
the Homeless – An Integrated Strategy which works with children
and their families experiencing homelessness. 

Barnardos’ recommendation Remove all children from
emergency accommodation and provide alternative appropriate
accommodation of high standard for them and their families. 

The Children’s Research Centre11 found that 50,000 children were
living in accommodation that is overcrowded, damp, in disrepair or
in poor neighbourhoods. These problems were more common
among children in one-parent families and those living in private
rental accommodation. Within the private rental sector, a two-tier
system seems to operate between tenants who are in receipt of
rent supplement allowance and those who are not. Threshold
stated that 30% of the private rented properties inspected by Local
Authority officials were found to be below the minimum standards. 

Barnardos’ recommendation Enforce the adherence to the
Residential Tenancies Act to ensure all vulnerable tenants are being
protected. The Local Authorities and the Private Residential
Tenancies Board must ensure all landlords are registered and that
minimum quality standards are complied with. 

6. MAKE WORK PAY ENOUGH SO FAMILIES 
ESCAPE POVERTY TRAPS
Extend maternity leave and introduce paid parental leave
Eliminate unemployment traps

‘After school care would make a difference as I would be
able to further my education and to get out of the poverty
trap but to pay for childcare would place me in a worse
position than I am already.’ (Mother of 2, Cork)

‘I was in a job for over a year but left because my family lost
the medical card, this along with excessive transport costs
especially with petrol costs rising and no public transport
and increased rent meant the family income was no better
off. I have looked for work closer to home but there is

nothing available and now I am back on the dole but at
least we get the secondary benefits.’ 

(Family with 4 children living in the Midlands)

Access and retention in the labour market is central for assisting
disadvantaged groups to reduce the incidence of poverty. This
includes retaining parents particularly mothers in the labour market
after having children. The introduction of family friendly practices is
slow in Ireland and there is no formal paternity leave and any
parental leave is unpaid. It is in the child’s best interest for them to
be cared for by their parents in their first year yet this is not a viable
option for most working parents given the current legislation. 

Barnardos’ recommendation To enable full time parental
care during the child’s first year of life, maternity leave should be
extended to 26 weeks and paid parental leave for 26 weeks should
be introduced and be available to either parent.

While the Irish labour market has experienced an employment
boom over the past decade with a drastic fall in the national
unemployment rate to 4.2%, the rate amongst those who have left
school early and aged between 15-19 years is 13.4%. Young people
who have left school early without qualifications are more likely to
have been children who experienced poverty and exclusion in
childhood. To reduce the possibility of this group becoming the long
term unemployed of tomorrow and to reduce the cycle of
intergenerational unemployment, all unemployment traps must be
eliminated. Measures include: 

Significantly increase the threshold for the retention of
secondary benefits. 
Increasing the income disregard from €293 for those in receipt
of One Parent Family Payment so that the household income
does not substantially decrease upon the take up of employment.

Barnardos’ recommendation To increase the employment
rate amongst early school leavers and thereby break the cycle of
poverty, all unemployment traps must be eliminated.

7. ENSURE ALL POLICIES RELATING TO CHILDREN 
IMPACT POSITIVELY AND ‘JOIN UP’ 
Place the National Children’s Office on a statutory
independent basis
Increase funding to the Office of the Ombudsman for Children

It is essential that the actions and policies of one department do
not impact negatively on the actions of another. While all
Government departments have a duty to poverty proof, gender
proof and disability proof their policies, the proofing process has to
be extended to assess the impact on children. This is in line with the
National Children’s Strategy (2000) that Departments would
devise child impact statements. 

The Ombudsman for Children is a welcome development for
protecting the rights and welfare of children. It is vital that this 

6

9 Combat Poverty Agency (2005) Mapping Poverty, National, Regional and County Patterns
10 Department of Environment, and Local Government (2002) Assessment of Homelessness
11 Children’s Research Centre (2004) Housing Problems and Irish Children 
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Office be adequately funded to ensure it can fully meet its objectives.
In addition the remit of the Office needs to be extended because
at present the Ombudsman for Children Act, 2002 precludes the
office from investigating cases involving children who are detained
in prisons and Garda stations and from investigating any action on
decisions relating to status in the refugee appeals process. 

Barnardos’ Recommendations
“Child proof ” all Government policies to ensure that during
their implementation there is no negative impact on children
and that the policies “join up”. 
The National Children’s Office should be placed on a statutory
independent basis. 
Increase funding for the Office of the Ombudsman for
Children and extend its remit. 

Conclusion
Barnardos recognises that as the problem of child poverty is a
multi-faceted one so is the solution. This is why the Barnardos
Seven Steps to Ending Child Poverty recommendations cover
different areas of children’s lives as no child lives in a vacuum. We
cannot be indifferent to the plight of the 1 in 7 children in Ireland
who live in consistent poverty. It is a breach of their right to the
material and other resources necessary to allow them to
experience a childhood free of poverty and deprivation as
enshrined in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

You can lend your support to the Barnardos campaign by logging
onto our website (www.barnardos.ie) and signing the petition or
sending a letter to key politicians or contacting your local media. 

Diary of a Campaign
Fiona Ryan Campaigns Manager, Barnardos

One in seven children live in poverty in Ireland – so who cares? The
answer is we do and the challenge for Barnardos’ advocacy
campaigns is to make sure enough of the public care too so that
they influence the political decision makers. 

Since the launch of the campaign last week – 300 people have
signed the Barnardos End Child Poverty petition on line at
www.barnardos.ie or through the campaign phone line 1850 222
300. All Opposition political parties – Fine Gael, Labour, Sinn Fein
and the Green Party have stated publicly that they support
Barnardos’ End Child Poverty campaign. In the Dáil, Opposition
politicians have asked for normal business to be suspended and for
the Barnardos Seven Steps to Ending Child Poverty to be debated and
even more gratifyingly adopted. 

At the star t of this campaign back in May we knew a couple of
things – we knew that the CSO figures had calculated that 14.6% of
children in Ireland were living in consistent poverty. We knew that
despite the policy commitments – the National Anti-Poverty Strategy
commitment to end child poverty by 2007 and the National
Partnership Agreement Sustaining Progress’s adoption of child
poverty as a Special Initiative – 148,000 children were still going to
be living in consistent poverty after the 2007 deadline had passed.

Our first challenge was to make that figure real for people so we
adopted the phrase ‘one in seven’ (the equivalent of 14.6%). We then
briefed our advertising agency Cawley Nea-TBWA who offered to
forego their agency costs to work on this campaign. We told them
their key challenge was to burst the myths about child poverty. They
recognised early on that to do that, they would have to educate
themselves about the issues and that meant going out to visit
Barnardos’ projects and talk to some of our staff and the parents
and children we work with. 

We also supplied them with personal testimonials from children
living in poverty generated through desk research of available
materials. When the creative team came back with four creative
routes we narrowed it down to two. Then we proceeded to focus
group test the remaining two routes with parents, both those
external to Barnardos and parents who we work with. We went
with the creative route that tested best with both groups. 

The essence of effective advocacy is mobilising the “heart-mind-
action link”. In our initial brief to the agency we asked them to
concentrate on the emotional experiences of children living in
poverty – we wanted to create an emotional connection with the
public so they could empathise with the children, so they had to
act, so there was no get-out clause.

On the policy side we researched what had proved effective with
other end child poverty campaigns around the world – Canada,
Australia and the UK – and we incorporated some of their techniques
as well as developing some of our own so that our Seven Steps to Ending
Child Poverty would be accessible and not become desk fodder after
the first page. 

So in the midst of ad production (Mark Nunneley of Ridley Scott and
Associates – he of Gladiator fame – volunteered to direct and produce
the TV ad for a fifth of the normal price), lobbying and establishing a
website presence for the campaign, the campaign was launched on
11 October and is running until 10 December. 



8

Despite a number of financial supports for families with children,
child poverty persists at a stubbornly high level in Irish society
relative to its European neighbours. It is therefore appropriate to
review existing Government policies that aim to have a positive
impact on children’s wellbeing, and compare the levels of support
in Ireland with those found elsewhere, both within the EU and
internationally. The Combat Poverty Agency recently published a
Policy Statement entitled Ending Child Poverty (Combat Poverty

Agency, 2005). The document presents a comparative analysis of
child support packages in 22 industrialised countries, focusing on
the Irish context. Policies that can reduce the persistently high
levels of child poverty in Ireland are highlighted. The Statement
focuses primarily on income support measures and services for
families with children as key policy mechanisms. Some of the key
findings are now outlined.

INTRODUCTION

Dr Jonathan Healy 
Policy and Research Analyst, Combat Poverty Agency

ENDING
CHILD

IN IRELAND
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MAIN FINDINGS OF COMBAT POVERTY’S POLICY
STATEMENT
Consistent poverty among families with children has fallen significantly
over the past decade. However, the number of families with
children in relative income poverty (sometimes referred to as ‘at-
risk-of-poverty’ in the European policy discourse) has remained
relatively static over this time, with about a quarter of all
households with children living on incomes below 60% of the
national median. Recent CSO data show that 242,000 children
aged under 18 years are income-poor, while 148,000 of these
homes are suffering from both income poverty and enforced
deprivation (i.e. consistent poverty) (see Figure 1) (CSO, 2005). In
the international context Ireland has among the highest rates of
child poverty in the EU-15 according to recently published statistics
from UNICEF (United Nations, 2005). Only Italy has a higher
proportion of households with children in relative income poverty.

Figure 1 Consistent and Relative Income Poverty
Among Households with Children 1973–2003

Source: Combat Poverty Agency (2000a), CSO (2005).

The analysis undertaken in the Policy Statement indicates that
Ireland places a far greater emphasis on income support (both
universal and targeted measures) for families with children than
most European countries, but it does so at the expense of
adequate investment in subsidised quality services for children.
Ireland’s level of subvention for childcare and healthcare for families
with children is among the lowest in the EU, and Ireland is also a
laggard when net education costs are considered. Figure 2
illustrates the net child support package in Ireland when all income
supports and subsidised services are taken into account using three
case study household types. These data are derived from a primary
investigation into net child support levels in 22 industrialised
countries by University of York researchers Jonathan Bradshaw and
Naomi Finch (Bradshaw and Finch, 2002). The negative child
support figures in the graph occur for some countries because
housing costs and charges for services negate the values of tax and
cash benefits for families with children. These data are calculated for
a “representative” sample of families across the countries in the
study and can be taken as good estimates of typical net benefit
levels to families with children. Ireland’s ranking is poor relative to
many of the other countries in the study, with a mean net child
support package of just €120 per month compared with over

€400 in Austria and €300 in Luxembourg. However, some EU
countries demonstrate a less generous package of child support.

Figure 2 Net Child Support Package (Income Supports
and Subsidised Services) Representative Cases*

In terms of a breakdown of expenditure, approximately two-thirds
of child income support expenditure in Ireland is universally provided
(as opposed to means-tested), as can be seen from Figure 3.

Figure 3 Various Social Welfare Supports for 
Families with Children as a % of Total Expenditure 
on Same (2002/03) 

Source: Department of Social and Family affairs (2004)

The Policy Statement shows that there is a particular burden placed
on certain vulnerable social groups. In the case of one-parent
families, the lack of directly subsidised childcare facilities means that
many lone parents are left with little realistic choice but to stay at
home to raise their children and rely on social welfare as their main
income source, placing them in both a poverty trap and an
unemployment trap. Lone parents in Ireland have the highest
replacement rates and levels of marginal taxation in Europe.
Replacement rates describe the proportion of in-work income 
earned that would be replaced when moving from work to welfare.
The marginal taxation rate is the proportion of each additional 
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Euro earned that is paid in direct taxes. earned that would be
replaced when moving from work to welfare. The marginal taxation
rate is the proportion of each additional Euro earned that is paid in
direct taxes. 

Figure 4 Replacement Rates at Half Average

Earnings1

Source: Bradshaw & Finch (2002)

Figure 5 Marginal Tax Rates on Moving from Half
Mean Earnings to Mean Earnings

Source: Bradshaw & Finch (2002)

The findings that both the replacement rate and marginal tax rate
for lone parents are the highest in the EU is alarming for a number
of reasons. The key cause for concern is that these conditions are
conducive to the formation of poverty traps, and this appears to
be most acute for one-parent households where few childcare
subsidies are currently available. This results in reduced participation
rates for women in the workforce and a high dependency on social
welfare payments as the main income source of one-parent families.

The relatively low levels of subsidisation of healthcare for children
in Ireland place additional burdens on families with children, particularly
as Irish healthcare costs (GP visits, drugs costs and inpatient
charges) are substantial in the European context. This is likely to
result in many low-income working families with children above the
medical card income thresholds being unable to afford GP services

for their children as the cost of doing so would amount to a substantial
proportion of their weekly budget or run them into debt. 

The relatively low levels of subvention in the education sector entail
that some children in Ireland are attending school hungry, inadequately
dressed and without prescribed books and equipment necessary
for their schooling.

While Ireland’s housing benefit scheme demonstrates a high degree of
progressivity from an earnings perspective, it does not appear to
take account of household composition and size to the same degree as
in many other European countries where there is a high degree of
horizontal equity. This finding is quite at odds with the current
direction in Ireland towards more “family-friendly” policies. Furthermore,
the historically low level of social housing in Ireland puts additional
pressure on those families unable to purchase a home outright and
forces them into private rental accommodation which, research
indicates, is often of very low-quality and unsuitable for families with
young children.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS OF ENDING CHILD POVERTY

Child Income Support
Child income support needs to be set against adequacy benchmarks,
i.e. support levels should be adequate to the needs of children. The
Child Benefit targets set in Sustaining Progress should be met and
increased in line with inflation. Combat Poverty proposes that universal
Child Benefit should be supplemented with a revised targeted
(second-tier) intervention to assist the poorest children in Ireland.
A long-term and short-term option is proposed in this regard:

(a) A good way to deliver targeted income support to the very
poorest families without having adverse impacts on
replacement rates would be the combination of Child
Dependent Allowances (CDAs) and Family Income
Support (FIS) into one measure, a Child Benefit Supplement.
Combat Poverty recommends such an amalgamation, as
was recommended by the 1996 Expert Working Group on
tax and social welfare. Such a measure would be flatly
tapered, employment-neutral and would have minimal
disincentive effects, poverty or unemployment traps
because the payment would decrease very gradually as
income rises and would be employment-neutral. 

(b) In the short-term, CDAs could be streamlined into two
(rather than three) payments, increased significantly in the
first instance and then indexed successively. At the very
minimum, and as a priority, informational and awareness
campaigns could be considered to promote the improved
take-up of FIS. Alternative mechanisms of drawing down FIS
need careful examination (e.g. the adoption of the UK tax-
based FIS model). It is important that income support
systems are not unnecessarily complicated. A review of the
supports with a view to simplifying the process for take-up
of benefits would be welcome. 

Tapering of Means-Tested Schemes
The means-testing of income thresholds should be better tapered in
order to soften the financial burden of such services for low-to middle-
income households, especially low-income working families and lone
parents. Tapering reduces withdrawal rates and improves marginal
rates of taxation as well as reducing poverty and unemployment
traps. The announcement in the 2005 Book of Estimates of GP
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medical cards is a good example of a tapered measure. Delivery
mechanisms that employ the taxation system, as well as the social
welfare/benefits system, need consideration. Recent UK initiatives
in this area have demonstrated that these can be effective, with
higher take-up rates of benefits and improved withdrawal rates.
Finally, some supports for families with children are directed
towards mothers, while others are delivered to the ‘Head of
Household’. It is worth considering the benefits of directing more
supports for such households at mothers. 

Education
Combat Poverty recommends the improved provision of early
education settings, especially for children from disadvantaged
backgrounds. The UK ‘Sure Star t’ model could be employed as a
useful starting-point in this regard. Combat Poverty recommends
morning pre-school provision for all poor children aged three and
four years, supplemented by all-day care where appropriate.
Trained child assistants in all infant classes are also recommended,
with prioritisation in disadvantaged schools. There is a clear need
to increase investment in preventative measures aimed at
educational disadvantage at primary and secondary level. This will
be necessary not only to reduce child poverty and limit disadvantage
in Ireland, but also to create a sufficiently educated workforce that
can aid Ireland’s future competitiveness. For some time, Combat
Poverty has advocated increased investment in the School Meals
Scheme. State support for this scheme has increased substantially
in recent years and investment should continue, particularly capital
expenditure for canteen facilities. It is also suggested that programmes
should be nutritionally balanced in order to maximise the benefits
to children.

Childcare 
Combat Poverty argues for a significant improvement in the
coverage of the current Equal Opportunities Childcare Programme.
The Policy Statement argues that the State contribute directly to
the cost of childcare, through the tax/welfare system, thereby
spreading the cost over a broader base. A carefully targeted system
would make re-entering the workforce more attractive for parents
wishing to do so and improve marginal tax rates. This could be
done through the introduction of a specific childcare payment or
through a FIS earnings’ disregard. Subsidies should not be provided
directly to the provider as evidence suggests this subvention
approach tends to result in inefficiencies and deadweight losses to
wider society.

Healthcare 
Combat Poverty believes in working towards a universal
healthcare system in which healthcare providers work from a
needs-based model of provision rather than an income-based
paradigm. This approach, sometimes denoted ‘tailored universalism’,
is an effective way of moving from a two-tier, means-tested system
to a more universally-provided system in a graduated way. The
Policy Statement argues that increased funding for primary care is
recommended. This is because improvements in primary care are
likely to make the greatest positive impact among less well-off
families with children who are struggling to make ends meet and
are unlikely to be able to afford the additional financial pressures
arising from episodes of ill-health. Initiatives targeted at the
community level (e.g. GPs in disadvantaged areas), which are often
seen as particularly effective, need additional funding. 

The increased coverage of the medical card for vulnerable families
with dependent children (as announced in the 2005 Book of
Estimates) is an important move in the right direction to achieve
improved access to affordable healthcare. However, more needs
to be done in this regard. The system needs better tapering to
avoid poverty trap effects and work disincentives. Improved
tapering of the medical card will improve the equity and efficiency
of the GMS system. Combat Poverty favours a system that is
employment-neutral, i.e. based on household income rather than
income source. The former assists the large numbers of working-
poor households who, evidence suggests, are finding it increasingly
difficult to make ends meet.

It is evident that preventative interventions, such as vaccination
programmes for children, require continual and additional State
funding, as such universal programmes play a vital role in early
intervention health-improving initiatives. 

Housing 
The structure of the housing benefit system should be reviewed
and revised so that it is more sensitive to occupancy issues, such as
household size and composition. In this way, larger families with
children are not hit disproportionately more than smaller families
as regards housing rents.

Improving the security of tenure for tenants in the private sector
could improve the attractiveness of renting as a tenure choice and,
over time, this could act as a (demand-side) stabilising factor on
house prices and increase the affordability of home ownership. The
Residential Tenancy Act of 2004 is an important step in the right
direction in this regard, but its implementation and enforcement
require dedicated resources. Standards in the private rental sector
require additional regulation and enforcement. Healy (2004)
recommended that thermal efficiency could be regulated using
minimum U-value standards in this sector.

As the social housing stock is relatively small in Ireland relative to
the total dwelling stock, supply targets for social and affordable
housing schemes need to be met, at the very minimum, in order to
assist potential homeowners on modest incomes to acquire a
property that is fit and appropriate for their means. In a recent
submission on the next Partnership Agreement, Combat Poverty
argues that targets for the supply of social and affordable housing
should be more ambitious than those currently in operation under
Sustaining Progress (Combat Poverty Agency, 2005b).

Family Services
Additional support and extensions for initiatives such as family
services projects like Springboard, and support for vulnerable
groups in particular, should be considered. 

Policy Mechanisms
The key policy instruments that aim to reduce child poverty in Ireland
are the National Anti-Poverty Strategy and the National Children’s
Strategy. In addition to these, there are many other mechanisms
that have either a direct or indirect effect on children’s welfare.
Some key recommendations from the review of policy mechanisms
in this Statement now follow. Targets on income poverty and
income inequality should be adopted. Reducing relative income
poverty would help contract the large disparity in living standards
and opportunities that exist among children in Ireland, and would 
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form the basis for a genuine equality of opportunity for children. 

Ireland should aim to demonstrate downward trends for both
consistent and relative poverty and policymakers need to watch
closely the various anti-poverty policies implemented in other
Member States that result in positive outcomes in terms of
reducing child poverty. Improvements in social expenditure
targeted at services for vulnerable families with children would
most likely yield a very positive impact on child poverty, and would
also bring Irish social expenditure more into line with typical
expenditure levels found in other Member States. 

Extending the impact of children’s voices on the development of
government policy for children is an important process. One way
to further this process would be to publish transcripts of Dáil na
nÓg sessions on the internet, rather than merely publishing the

main points raised, so that ministers, researchers and other
interested groups could more accurately base their work on the
needs of children and young people. There is much added value in
inclusive policy dialogue where children’s experiences and voices
are heard.

Recent developments such as the National Children’s Strategy and
the creation of the National Children’s Office, the Ombudsman for
Children, Dáil na nÓg and the Cabinet Committee on Children
should all facilitate the development of holistic, joined-up
government policy with regard to children. Ultimately, however, the
degree to which this occurs will depend in no small part on the
prioritisation that this receives from government, as well as the
goals that government sets in this area, and their implementation.

A summary of the proposals is presented in Table 1.

Table 1 Summary of Key Recommendations of ‘Ending Child Poverty’

Elements of Child
Action Recommended by Combat Poverty

Support Package

Child Benefit • Meet Sustaining Progress targets and index-link in successive years.

2nd Tier Payment • Long-term: Consider CDA/FIS amalgamation into an employment-neutral Child Benefit Supplement.
• Short-term: Streamline, increase and index 2nd Tier payments.
• Consider re-structuring FIS into tax-based model to improve take-up.

Childcare • Improve the subvention of Equal Opportunities Childcare Programme.
• Consider direct subsidisation of childcare using tapered mechanism to target low-income and vulnerable groups through FIS disregard.

Education • Increase funding in early education initiatives. Include morning pre-school provision for all poor children aged four years, supplemented 
by all-day care where appropriate.

• Improve resources at primary level.
• Provide trained child assistants in all infant classes, with prioritisation in disadvantaged schools.

Healthcare • Continue improvements to medical card coverage and improve tapering of scheme to reduce withdrawal and marginal tax rates.
• Fund more community-level interventions (e.g. targeted primary care initiatives), especially preventative measures (e.g. vaccination programmes).

Housing • Consider re-structuring of housing benefit towards more “family-friendly” model.
• Improve supply of social and affordable housing.
• Enforce Residential Tenancies Act (2004). Increase attractiveness of private rental sector through regulatory measures improving tenants’ rights

Family Services • Provide additional funds for family services projects, with focus on vulnerable groups.

CONCLUSION
Based on the empirical, comparative analysis in this Policy Statement,
the Combat Poverty Agency proposes a policy shift from current
and recent developments as regards child support. The proposed
move would entail a re-emphasis of the child support package with
a new focus on quality service provision: subsidised childcare and
improved subvention of healthcare, education and housing (especially
for low-income families in the private rented sector). Such a policy
would be more in accordance with policy on child support packages
in most EU Member States. This policy mix would also most likely
yield very positive net gains to the Irish economy in terms of
improved female participation rates in the labour force, not least
among lone parents, and reduced replacement rates and marginal
tax rates among families with children, most particularly lone-
parent families. This option is recommended by the Combat
Poverty Agency because evidence presented in this cross-country
review of child support packages has indicated that countries with
the lowest levels of child poverty tend to have a child-support
package that places an emphasis on universal transfers and an even
greater emphasis on subsidised quality service provision for families
with children.

The reduction of child poverty is not just a by-product of general
anti-poverty strategies, but demands an explicit and integrated strategy
of child-, family- and women-friendly policies. Such policies need to
make children and families a political priority. In addition to securing
and ensuring the adequacy of families’ incomes, it is the responsibility
of the State to protect the most vulnerable in society and enhance
child development and wellbeing. Eradicating child poverty, therefore,
involves a multi-faceted and holistic policy strategy.
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What does

POVERTY
mean for

CHILDREN
Elaine Guiney
Barnardos Family Centre, Loughlinstown

...sharing your bedroom with your Mum, Dad, big brother and newborn sister.
...sometimes waking up to the last of the cereal before the others.
...wearing shoes with holes and hoping it won’t rain.
...playing with broken toys.
...wishing for pocket money.
...eating nuggets and spaghetti for dinner and still feeling hungry.
...noticing your mother crying quietly sometimes…but pretending not to see.
...losing your coat and feeling afraid to tell.
...watching kids on TV and wishing you were one of them.
...saying you forgot your lunchbox again and hoping your friend might share.
...wondering why some boys and girls won’t hold your hand at “line up time.”
...your parents telling you to ask Santa for a “surprise” – every year.
...going to your friend’s house but not wanting them to come to yours.
...waking up cold in the night.
...wishing you could go to the cinema or the zoo…just once.
...sometimes waking up to hear your parents argue about money.
...feeling tired at school the next day.
...making lots of wishes and saying lots of prayers.
...having the same wants and needs as any child.
...not being less intelligent or having less potential.
...NOT being loved or cared for any less.

(Elaine Guiney)

Living in poverty is...
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The Barnardos Family Centre, Loughlinstown is a community-based
project, situated in the heart of a government-recognised area of
disadvantage. Many of the families in this area face issues such as
early school withdrawal, unemployment, lone parenting and drug
misuse. Independent research undertaken between April and
August 2005 reveals that crime and anti-social behaviour in
Loughlinstown appear to be on the increase. Also, among people
surveyed, there was a unanimous agreement that, drug abuse and
drug dealing is a serious problem – on the street, in the fields, at
the DART station, etc. Other concerns of residents in the area
include house break ins, car stealing, bins being set on fire and the
need for greater child safety outdoors through the use of traffic
calming measures (RAPID, 2005). 

The families from the community we
currently support are, for the most
part, reliant on social welfare or living
on low income. At present, 50% of the
children in our service are from single
parent families and the majority of
families we work with are made up of
three or more children. We offer
ongoing advice and support as well as
group/individual work with both
parents and children.
Naturally, for children, the day-to-day issues related to living in
poverty differ from those of an adult. The child is simply born into
his family’s situation and circumstance and has little control over
issues they may face. However, for the child, poverty can have
significant daily, and long-term effects. For impoverished families,
raising a child is not just about struggling to make ends meet – it’s
about struggling to give their child a chance to grow and thrive.
Living consistently in poverty greatly shapes a child’s emotional,
social, physical and overall development. 

Many of the children we work with live in housing where there may
be overcrowding, disrepair or inadequate heating. Some face
restless nights sharing a bedroom with a number of others and in
some cases, whole families sleep in one room. Due to this, some
children may begin their day already feeling tired. For families on a
low budget, the cost of heating is a real challenge and some of the
children we work with face the winter months playing, eating and
living in cold homes. This brings with it poor physical health, regular
illness and, in turn, extra costs. Household bills can be an ongoing
challenge for parents, leaving little or no room for unexpected
extras. The back door may have to stay broken for some time or,
weeks may pass before the washing machine can be fixed. This

struggle to make ends meet on a daily basis can leave limited time
for the development of close, nurturing, relationships between
parent and child. Over time, the child too, may begin to feel
emotional strains or a sense of hopelessness.

For many families we work with, inadequate garden space, traffic
congestion and road safety problems pose a risk for children as
they play. There are limited waste and recycling facilities in the area,
causing environmental hazards, while boarded up, derelict housing
within estates poses health risks. In short, childhood games like
hopscotch and football are played outdoors in an unsafe, unhealthy
environment. In addition to this, children must play in an area where
crime and anti-social behaviour is prevalent. Numerous children
have been exposed to open drug use and dealing.

For some, the link between poverty and educational disadvantage
is very strong and can have a lifelong detrimental impact on the
child. Almost one in three 3rd class pupils in disadvantaged areas
suffer severe literacy difficulties (Barnardos, 2005). Due to the high costs
of school today, larger families struggle to pay for uniforms, books,
PE gear, etc. Some of our after school children make the walk to
school without a breakfast, others without a coat in the winter.
They may spend the year without textbooks or a pencil case. One
child may be too tired or hungry to concentrate in school, while
another may simply lack parental support at homework time due
to other family issues taking priority. In addition to this, poor
hygiene or simply not wearing the right brand of runners may
result in bullying. These are just some of the factors leading to poor
school performance. 

An ongoing problem at Loughlinstown is the waiting list for
psychological and educational assessments within the area. As
paying the high fee for private assessments is simply not an option
for many families, there are waiting periods of up to two years for
public services. For the child with learning difficulties awaiting
assessment, this means attending school without the support of a
Special Needs Assistant. Or the four year old with a speech and
language disorder must cope with communication difficulties as
well as making the transition into “big school”. Sadly, learning
opportunities are missed on a daily basis. 

Research shows that the benefits of quality pre-school education
and care are far reaching and can assist towards breaking the cycle
of intergenerational poverty. Evaluations of Early Childhood
Education and Care programmes show that attendance at such
programmes has a positive impact on children with regard to
cognitive, social and emotional development, school readiness and
school performance (Barnardos, 2005).

In our Early Years, Pre-school, and After School groups we use the
High/Scope approach. The High/Scope environment offers a broad
range of experiences and opportunities helping develop emotional
intelligence, independence, self-esteem and confidence. Children in
the setting are encouraged to be independent thinkers and
problem solvers. While play happens naturally at all times for the 
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young child – in the home, outside, while at the park, etc. – for a
number of children living in poverty, some play experiences may be
missed. By having opportunities for creative play, physical play, role-
play, investigative play, etc. the children we work with learn about
themselves and about self expression, experiment, act out their
feelings and can be part of a group in a child friendly, safe
environment. For the child feeling a sense of anxiety in the home,
the consistent approach and daily routine at pre-school offers
comfort and a sense of control. The withdrawn child, or one 
lacking in confidence learns to communicate, negotiate, develop
listening skills and develop all round social skills in the High/Scope
environment.

Many of the activities throughout the day are child-initiated. The
children at the centre are encouraged to choose their own activities,
are supported in their choices and review their activities as part of
the learning process. This develops each child’s ability to take the
initiative and make decisions about what they are going to do and
how. When conflict arises, they are encouraged and supported in
thinking about situations and finding solutions together. By building
on these social skills at pre-school, the children are better equipped
for making the transition to ”big school.” Ongoing encouragement
and development of problem-solving skills benefits the child through
the school years and beyond. Play also has a therapeutic role, and
for the children facing difficulties, it helps them work through
negative experiences, express themselves, build relationships and
establish trust with the staff and peers in the group.

As a child living in poverty there may be many complex elements
and a variety of social and emotional outcomes. The child may
externalise feelings through behaviours such as aggression, fighting
or acting out. Less obvious are the internalised emotional
behaviours such as anxiety, social withdrawal or in more serious
cases childhood depression. By setting up individual care plans for
the children our staff work to meet each child’s needs at the best
possible level. This may involve individual work at home or in school.
Each intervention is carefully tailored to meet the individual child’s
needs and involves regular communication with parents or carers.

Our after school programmes support children during the early
years of school. Sessions are play based and the children actively
participate in planning and evaluating the programme. The children
themselves set the ground rules and make choices as to what they

want to do, discussing what works and what doesn’t. By being
actively involved in the programme, children feel empowered and
in control. Their individuality and opinions are valued and respected.
They learn about the importance of being part of a community
group and see their role within it. 

Of paramount importance, in all that we do, is our work with
parents. By building relationships with parents, we ensure that our
services effectively meet their needs and the needs of their children.
We work with parents daily on an on-going basis, as well as individual
work and group work and our daily contact with parents, parents
groups, carer and toddler groups, home play visits and family days
help us maintain positive working relationships with families. Adults
are encouraged to use the play setting to build on parent/child
relationships as well as taking time out for themselves with other
parents in the community. A cup of tea at our parents’ group and a
chance to chat with other parents and participate in relaxing
activities such as bowling, art, pottery, etc. is for many, something to
look forward to every week. In addition to this, parents can take
part in parenting courses or personal development workshops.

For the child living in poverty, our
centre is a friendly, safe place of play
where warm nutritious meals are served
daily. The child can play and develop at
his own pace and is supported in the
difficulties he may face.
For the parents, we offer ongoing support and advice and a place
where problems can be talked about. We advocate for the needs
of families and support parents who may not have the knowledge
or confidence in accessing information or their entitlements. In our
experience, many of the families in Loughlinstown face the long
term affects of living in poverty and a disadvantaged community. For
both children and adults, this affects their potential to engage in
educational opportunities and therefore their long-term employment
and financial security. We believe that early interventions help break
the cycle of disadvantage and that doing this is paramount for all
children living in poverty today.
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In our rapidly changing Ireland some of the distinctions between
urban and rural are beginning to blur, especially when talking about
poverty and child poverty in particular. Part of the reason for this is
that both urban and rural areas are increasingly facing similar if not
the same issues, especially so with many towns in rural areas
experiencing rapid development, urbanisation and inward migration. 

Ballyhaunis is a typical small rural town located in the eastern part
of County Mayo, with a population of just over 2,200 people in the
town itself and 3,000 people in the surrounding catchment area.
While the town and general area have experienced positive
economic and social development over the last decade we, like
many other small rural towns and communities, suffer from a lack
of services, facilities and opportunities. 

And like many other small rural towns, especially in the BMW
region, some of our families and their children continue to live in

impoverished circumstances with few escape routes out of their
daily environment.

Part of the explanation for the lack of services, facilities and
opportunities is of course due to our size and location, but the real
cause is the lack of public investment, support and encouragement
over the decades. It has fallen to the local community to attempt to
fill the gaps that this lack of investment has caused and to live with
the consequences which this neglect created.

The Family Resource Centre in Ballyhaunis was opened in Spring
2004 and is one of 82 such Centres around the country which have
been developed by the Family Support Agency. 

The Family Resource Centre (FRC) works to develop opportunities
for families and communities in our area, especially those designed
to overcome isolation and exclusion.
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It is often perceived that there is less poverty in rural areas compared to the cities and
larger urban centres. Perhaps it is true that rural poverty is less visible and less well
understood than is its urban counterpart. But poverty, exclusion and the lack of
opportunity without doubt do exist throughout our rural areas – with just as devastating
an effect on individual, family and children’s lives as it does in our larger towns and cities. 

STEPHEN GROGAN
Co-ordinator, Ballyhaunis Family Resource Centre

Recognising Child Poverty in

RURAL
IRELAND



The FRC is focused on providing practical support, information and
opportunities to all families and people in our community and works
with other organisations and State agencies to improve the quality and
range of services available to families and communities in the area. 

We also provide a range of information, advice and technical
support to communities and community organisations, designed to
assist them in their work to attract investment and resources into
the Ballyhaunis area.

The FRC is run by an independent company set up and controlled
by a wide range of local people. The Centre is funded through the
contract it holds with the Family Support Agency of the
Department of Social and Family Affairs. This contract provides
sufficient funds to rent our office and employ one full-time and one
part-time staff members.

Unfortunately this is the extent of the funding provided and any
other activities a Family Resource Centre becomes involved in have
to be self-financing or capable of attracting grant aid from one of
the public bodies such as the VEC, Partnership Company or
Government Department.

Part of the process of being approved by the Family Support
Agency is the preparation of the three year work plan which
examines the social and economic circumstances of a particular
community, identifies the groups and families most at risk of
experiencing poverty, exclusion and disadvantage and lays out the
approach and activities which the Family Resource Centre will
undertake over the three year period to engage with the target
groups and address these realities.

While this type of technical work can be time consuming and
disconcerting for community groups, we have found it to be time
and effort that was well spent. As a group we also received
significant professional assistance in these tasks from West Training
& Development Ltd – one of the support agencies for the Family
Resource Centre Programme, based in Galway.

Before being approved for funding by the Family Support Agency
we had to prepare a social and economic profile of our area,
identifying the groups and individuals most at risk of experiencing
poverty, disadvantage and exclusion. 

Given the make-up of our community and the findings from our
social and economic research four particular groups were targeted
in our three year work plan – these being the International
community, Travellers, Disadvantaged Children and Young People
along with the Elderly. 

The International Community in our
town is composed of a number of

distinct groups, the first of whom –
people from Pakistan and Syria – have
lived and settled in our town since the
mid-1970s with the establishment of
the Halal Meat Factory. Over the years
this section of our town’s international
community has grown and developed,
with a Mosque being built in the late
1980s. There are now almost 250
people from this community, with
nearly half being children and young
people under 18 years of age.
The other sections of our small town’s international community are
made up of Asylum Seekers, a few refugees and a sizeable number
of immigrant workers primarily from Poland, Russia and the Czech
and Slovak Republic’s.

A direct provision Accommodation Centre for Asylum Seekers was
developed in 2000 and has operated since then providing
accommodation to approximately 110 people from a wide range
of countries and cultural backgrounds. The accommodation centre
has been used almost exclusively to cater for single parents with
new born and infant children. These families have spent on average
11/2-2 years based in Ballyhaunis awaiting the outcome of their
applications for refugee status and leave to remain. 

The Traveller community in our town is much smaller, numbering
around 14 families with 34 children. Nine of the families live in
houses with the other five living in caravans. The Traveller
community had traditionally been located in and around a local
authority housing estate built for Travellers in the late 1950s which
had become completely derelict. Being such a small community
within our town, the needs of the Traveller community and families
have often been neglected and ignored.

In terms of young people overall, some 26% or 1 in 4 people in the
town is under the age of 18 years. As with many other towns there
are far too few opportunities and activities for children and young
people outside of school. The town is well served by its National
and Community School, but lack of space has held back the town’s
national school in particular, whose maximum capacity has been
reached. Children who can’t be accommodated in the town’s
national school are now being transported to outlying rural
national schools.
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In preparing this article I was struck by some of the information and
statistics on child poverty presented on the Barnardos website.
After explaining that one in seven Irish children (14.6%) live in
consistent poverty, the website went onto explain that the “official
poverty figures do not include asylum seekers, children in care and
Traveller children and are an underestimate.”

Another website (www.endchildpoverty.ie) provided some further
statistical information about the number of children living at risk of
poverty, with nearly one in four children (23.9%) living in households
whose income is less than 60% of the national median income.

These statistics and the consequences upon individual families and
children are shocking, as is the realisation that these problems will
not be overcome overnight and will require a long-term and
targeted investment by the State in partnership with the
community, families and children themselves.

Community Development activity has a tradition of focusing on
work with adults and in this case parents, creating or highlighting a
related need for childcare and child development opportunities. 

One of the first priorities that the Family Resource Centre
identified was the need to develop services and activities for
children, especially those children and their families from the
international and Traveller communities.

Faced with such a range of children and
family circumstances we enlisted the
help and advice of the Early Childcare
Service of the Health Service Executive
in Castlebar and began to develop and
test various approaches and initiatives.
Our town unfortunately has never developed any community
childcare facilities and has a limited private provision. The exception
to this absence of community facilities has been the work carried
out with the Traveller community and the establishment of a
Traveller Pre-school Service. In the late 1990s FÁS enabled a
Community Employment Scheme (CE) to operate in the town
with a focus on engaging women from the Traveller community. The
CE scheme proved popular and as its numbers expanded, a local
committee was established to develop the Pre-school Service for
children aged between 3-5years, with financial assistance being
received from the Department of Education.

As the CE scheme expanded, the need to provide childcare support
for younger children increased and with the assistance of the County
Partnership Company, Meitheal Mhaigheo, an application was made
in 2000 to the Equal Opportunities Childcare Programme (EOCP)
to develop a crèche service, which was approved.

When this application was being prepared, the local group faced an
all too familiar question when trying to solve pressing childcare
needs – go for a quick, practical solution or patiently plan for the
“state of the art facility”. In this case the local group decided to seek
a quick practical solution from the EOCP, which enabled a
prefabricated building to be purchased, 3 childcare workers to be
employed and the crèche service to be opened, all within 12
months of the application being submitted to ADM, in late 2000.

Part of the local circumstances shaping thinking at the time had
been a litany of broken promises made in relation to improving the
derelict local authority housing estate, around which the bulk of the
town’s Traveller population were based along with the building
provided by Mayo County Council, which housed the Community
Employment Scheme and Traveller Pre-school Service. Unfortunately,
experience within the Traveller Community had been long on
promises, but non-existent in practical terms.

Despite these limitations in planning and set-up, the Crèche and
Traveller Pre-school Services have continued to provide a high
quality childcare service. Their existence has enabled the Vocational
Education Committee to develop a Senior Traveller Training Centre
in our town – providing a more suitable programme to meet the
needs and interests of Travellers which enables recognised qualifications
and practical work experience to be acquired.

When the Family Resource Centre was established, it became the
local employer of the childcare staff, taking over the Equal
Opportunities Childcare Programme contract with ADM from our
local Partnership Company and providing administrative and
financial support to the local service management committee.

While this approach has had the advantage of providing the places
in a straightforward and rapid fashion, it isn’t the answer to the
wider community need for quality childcare provision – which also
promotes and enables integration. While the development of such
a facility and service remains a goal for the future, many practical
lessons and useful skills have been developed by the Crèche and
Traveller Pre-school Services which can be used to benefit the
wider community.

Despite having operated as an accommodation centre for asylum
seekers under the direct provision system since 2000 there was no 
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background of work with children and parents from this section of
the community and the Family Resource Centre has had to
develop activities and services for these children itself.

With over 100 people living communally in a former convent many
different and difficult situations apply. In our situation the majority
of the adults are parenting alone with an infant child, with about
one third having a further older child with them. Economically, living
circumstances are extremely constrained with a weekly allowance
of €19 per adult and €9 per child being paid. The situation has
become even harsher since May 2004 when the Government
removed access to Child Benefit by introducing the Habitual
Residency Rule. Physically, living circumstances in the hostel-like 
building are also extremely constrained with no designated children’s
space. Consequently children are supposed to remain in a small single
room with their parent and possibly younger sibling, but naturally find
other ways to occupy themselves in the corridors – but not without
causing difficulty for nursing mothers and sleeping babies. Psychologically,
living circumstances can also be extremely constrained with a wide
range of issues and pressures coming into play and crossing over
to affect children and their development. This in particular is
perhaps the most hidden of the issues affecting the asylum seeker
community, but it is clearly an important factor that has to be taken
into consideration and where support also has to be focused.

Again the arguments about which
approach to take – the patient long
term planned approach or the faster
piece-meal one – also arose, but faced
with the realities of what people are
experiencing and need today it
became clear that we had to try to
provide something regardless of how
small, as part of a stepping stone
approach to building and putting in
place the type of facility which our
town and communities clearly need. 
The initial approach taken in 2004 when the Family Resource
Centre started, was to engage with the adults to identify activities
and interests that they as a group wished to develop. Following this

a summer course in the use of computers was organised in our
local national school while a summer camp for children was held in
our premises by the staff of the crèche service.

While these activities proved very successful they couldn’t be
extended beyond the summer and could only cater for some of the
families and older children, however it was a start and an experience
which we were able to replicate the following summer and
provided us with the contacts and confidence to try other activities.

Activities with the adults continued through the winter and spring
months with some small scale childminding systems being put in
place to enable participation, but both the activities and the child
support were severely restricted by the limited funding.

The lack of funding led us to explore other ideas and activities. A
Women’s Club was established following an exhibition to mark
International Women’s Day. The Club met each week and specifically
targeted women from all our various international communities –
by preparing posters and leaflets in foreign languages and displaying
them in the Convent Asylum Centre, Mosque and Russian shop.

With the help of those parents attending the Women’s Club, a
Children’s Club was set up in the Convent to show a film rented
from the local video store. This led to the creation of a Children’s
Saturday Art Club which was held in the Family Resource Centre,
which drew children from all sections of the community, including
the school aged children from the Convent Asylum Centre and
those from our other international families. The local Community
Council was able to fund this project which is still ongoing.

The Saturday Art Club has proven to be one of our most
successful and popular activities with two classes being held from
10am-2.30pm and over 20 children taking part each week. It has
had the added advantage of enabling the Family Resource Centre
to establish contact and develop positive relations with families
amongst our wider international community. It also had the added
advantage of allowing us to demonstrate some of the work we
were involved in to funding agencies.

When the time came to organise this year’s summer camp for
children from the Convent Asylum Centre, the Health Promotion
Services of the HSE were able to offer financial assistance. 

With the support of the crèche staff a summer camp was
organised each week morning throughout the summer. With the
additional support provided by the health promotion services 
and the guidance of the children themselves we organised Pony
Riding Classes one morning a week at a nearby equestrian centre.
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This proved to be an extremely positive activity with the children
and their parents contributing to a much happier and stimulating
environment. Support was also received under the National Action
Plan Against Racism which enabled other children from the other
international families to take part in the pony riding and for the
entire group to make excursions to the circus, the cinema and
bowling in Castlebar and a day trip to Westport House, which has
many facilities and attractions for children.

An important factor in the success of the summer camp and in our
ability to organise out of town activities was the involvement of
parent volunteers from the Asylum Centre and of teenagers taking
part in a voluntary work programme in the Family Resource Centre.

With the summer over we continued our involvement with these
children and their families by establishing a small after school
homework club. Financial support to employ a teacher was gained
from a range of sources and the service has been running for the last
two months. It still has a long way to go, but it is in place and will operate
for the entire school year, so it will have room to grow and develop.

On a wider community front the Family Resource Centre has
worked with our local authority, Mayo County Council, to develop
a children’s playground on the grounds of the former Augustinian
Abbey in the town – and where the Family Resource Centre is
located. The local authority and Community Council became the
trustees for this property when the Augustinians donated it to the
local people in 2002. As part of the development plan an
application was made to the Local Authority Playgrounds Grant
Scheme which was approved in the autumn of 2004.

Work began at the star t of the year, by the contractor, Wooden
Delights, and the playground was formally opened on April 27th by
the Cathaoirleach of Mayo County Council. Hardly a day has
passed since then that the playground hasn’t been in use, providing
a much needed facility for children and families in our town. The
playground has been constructed to the highest standards using the
latest building materials and was funded by both Mayo County
Council and the Department of Health & Children. 

The Family Resource Centre is now
working with the trustees of this former
Augustinian Abbey to develop a full
capital grant application to the Equal
Opportunities Childcare Programme
which we hope will enable us to build a
state of the art children’s facility that
will really meet the needs of all families
and children living in our town.
As a Family Resource Centre we are not the direct providers of
childcare, but what we can offer to the local community and to
local families is the support and assistance which are needed for
the community to provide the quality childcare services it wants
and to ensure that everyone’s needs and circumstances are
considered and incorporated. What we try to offer is a meaningful
partnership to parents and childcare workers providing the
background support and technical assistance which community
based childcare services need, while enabling parents and isolated
families to be confidently involved in their management and
development.

For further information contact:
Stephen Grogan
Co-ordinator
Ballyhaunis Family Resource Centre
Friary House, St.Mary's Abbey, Ballyhaunis, Co.Mayo
Phone: 094 9630031
Email: ballyhaunisfrc@eircom.net 
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In 1999, a group of non governmental organisations began working together with the support of the
Combat Poverty Agency to raise awareness of the reality of child poverty in Ireland. Following on from
this work, in 2003 seven national non-governmental organisations launched the End Child Poverty
Coalition. These organisations are: Barnardos, Children’s Rights Alliance, Focus Ireland, OPEN - One
Parent Exchange and Network, the National Youth Council of Ireland, Pavee Point and the Society of St.
Vincent de Paul.

JO HARDING
Programme Co-ordinator, End Child Poverty Coalition

T H E  E N D  C H I L D  P O V E R T Y  C O A L I T I O N

Working towards the

Elimination of
Child Poverty
in Ireland
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In addition to promoting greater awareness of child poverty, the
Coalition added a new focus to its work – that of effecting change
in public policy in order to reduce, prevent and ultimately eliminate
child poverty in Ireland. 

Although the economic circumstances since 1999 have improved,
the rising tide did not lift all boats in Ireland. The Irish economy is
the star performer in the OECD and is expected to continue as
such in the short to medium term. Despite this we have one of the
highest rates of poverty among developed countries, ranking third
highest in the United Nations Human Development Index (2005)
which measures the extent of “human poverty" in eighteen OECD
countries.1 Government statistics show that one in seven children
lives in consistent poverty and nearly one in four children "at risk of
poverty”2 in Ireland. Regrettably it is evident that the Coalition still
has much work to do. 

Why Child Poverty Matters
Child poverty is a denial of the basic right of a child to an
adequate standard of living, a right guaranteed by the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child.
Children are twice as likely as adults to be poor.
Child poverty is a multi-dimensional problem, centred on
inadequate income, but with knock-on exclusionary effects in
terms of access to resources and participation in everyday
activities such as education and play.
Growing up in poverty can affect every area of a child’s
development – social, educational and personal.
Living on a low income can mean that a child’s diet and health
can suffer.
Poorer children are more likely to live in sub-standard housing
and in areas with few shops and amenities, where children have
little or no space to play safely.
Children who grow up in poverty are less likely to do well at
school.
Child poverty has a fundamental influence on the life chances
of the next generation. For example, poor children are more
likely to have a low birth weight, to leave school early and to
start smoking and drinking at a young age.
The longer a child is poor, the greater the impact on the life
chances of the child and subsequent deprivation in later life.

Impact of Poverty on our Children
One in seven children living in consistent poverty means that
148,000 children live in households on an income below the
poverty line and experience the deprivation of basic items such as
having to go without a substantial meal over a two-week period or
without heating due to lack of money.

The longer a child is poor, the greater the impact on the life chances
of the child and subsequent deprivation in later life. Research has
clearly illustrated how child poverty has a fundamental influence on
the life chances of the next generation. Poor children are more
likely to have a low birth weight, to leave school early, to spend time
in the State care and youth justice systems and to experience
unemployment. Educational disadvantage affects children’s life
chances and their chance to fulfil their potential. Living in
substandard accommodation can cause ill health for children.
Children living in poverty are excluded from activities that are the
norm for children because they do not have enough income, for
example school outings and socialising with friends. 

Living in poverty is stressful and upsetting.
Children can come under enormous
pressure if they cannot afford to conform
to the expectations of their peer group.
This pressure may even manifest itself
in bullying and stigmatisation. Being
stigmatised can have a negative impact
not only on the child’s ability to make
and sustain a circle of friends but on their
education and emotional well-being. 
‘The worst thing (about being poor) is being bullied and being
frightened of being beaten up’. (child)3

‘Being poor: that’s what I would change. All the kids have
brand names … we haven’t. We stick out and we’re picked
on. Look at what I’m wearing, these crap runners. You get
picked on for wearing these’. (girl who left school because of bullying)4 

Certain groups of children are particularly at risk of experiencing
poverty and social exclusion, groups particularly at risk include: 

Children living in welfare dependent or low income households 
Children living in lone parent households
Children in families of four or more children
Children with disabilities
Children from the Traveller community
Children from asylum seeking families
Children from migrant and refugee families
Children who leave school early
Children who leave the youth justice system or health board care

1 The UN Human Development Index 2005 is available at http://hdr.undp.org/reports/global/2005/ 
2 Official EU definition of income poverty; often referred to in Ireland as “relative income” poverty. 
3 Daly, M. and Leonard. M. (2002) Against All Odds: Family Life on a Low Income in Ireland, Dublin: Combat Poverty Agency.
4 Ibid p. 123



CASE STUDY Áine’s Story 5

Áine lives on a local authority housing estate in a rural town in
Ireland. She has six children and has been separated from her
partner for the last five months. She is a full time mother working
at home with her family. In this rural community, part-time work
opportunities for women are limited, so the family’s only income
is Child Benefit and the One Parent Family Payment. 

The local authority estate is at the opposite end of the town to
where the schools and shopping facilities are, and there are no
playground facilities or community centre. 

A solid fuel cooker is the only means that Áine has of heating her
home: this causes great difficulty in the winter. The cooker is also
the only way to heat the water, so the children wash in cold water
in the morning. 

There are various grant schemes that Áine has applied to for help
for occasions such as Confirmation and First Holy Communion.
She found the process of applying difficult; it meant many trips to
the social welfare office and to the school. 

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. 

Áine feels that there is no free education system. The hidden costs
of books and school trips make life difficult for her and her
children. The children are very perceptive. Often they will not tell
her about a school trip because they do not want to offend her if
they could not afford it. Or they would tell their friends that they
did not want to go anyway.

Facts about Child Poverty in Ireland 2005

1 in 7 children live in consistent poverty.
This is 148,000 children and 14.6% of all children in Ireland.
An estimated 242, 000 (23.9%) of all children are at “risk of
poverty”. 
Children are twice as likely as adults to be poor.
Ireland has one of the highest rates of poverty in 18 developed
countries.
Children living in lone parent households, children of 
Traveller and asylum-seeking families and children in families
with three or more children, are particularly at risk of

experiencing poverty.
126,040 children are living in one-parent families whose
primary income is from social welfare.
Lone parents have been identified by EU-SILC as being 31/2

times more likely to live in consistent poverty.
Approximately 2,000 Traveller children live on the roadside.
1 in 4 Travellers has no piped water or electricity.
At least 50,000 children are in housing need and almost 70%
of the households on the waiting list are families with children.
1,140 children are homeless in the Dublin area:
- the majority of whom are under the age of 12 years; 
- and over half under the age of 5 years.
Approximately 1,000 homeless children are living in Bed and
Breakfast accommodation with their families.
Up to 1,000 children do not transfer from primary to
secondary school. 
15% of young people leave school without a Leaving
Certificate and 3% with no qualification at all. 
Perinatal mortality (five months before and one month after
birth) is 3 times higher in poorer families than in rich families.

Our Government’s Promises
Child Poverty is a denial of the basic right of a child to an adequate
standard of living, a right guaranteed by the UN Convention on the
Rights of the Child. The UN Convention provides that every child
has the right to an adequate standard of living, which includes
adequate income and accommodation; a right to education and
health and a right to have access to necessary supports and
services. In other words, every child has a right to the material and
other resources necessary to allow them to experience a
childhood free of poverty and deprivation and which enables them
to reach their full potential. 

Ireland ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child in
1992. It thereby committed itself to fully implement the Convention’s
provisions, to the maximum extent of its available resources. Our
economic resources have grown enormously over the past decade.
Ireland is, therefore, in a much better position to fully implement
the commitments made when it ratified the Convention. 

The Government committed to ending child poverty by 2007, this
is embraced by the revised National Anti-Poverty Strategy (NAPS),
the National Action Plan against Poverty and Social Exclusion 2003-
2005 and the National Children’s Strategy. The revised NAPS
commits to the elimination of child poverty. It sets 2007 as the date
for reducing the number of children living in consistent poverty to
below 2% and, if possible, for ending child poverty completely.
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5 Source: Barnardos (2002) Children Living Without. Dublin: Barnardos



GOVERNMENT COMMITMENTS

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(ratified by Ireland in 1992)

Guarantees every child the right ‘to a standard of living adequate
for the child’s physical, mental, spiritual, moral and social development’.
Require States Parties to ensure that children are enabled to fully
develop their human potential.

National Anti-Poverty Strategy, 2002–2007
& National Action Plan against Poverty and Social
Exclusion 2003–2005  

Commits to eliminate child poverty and to move towards greater
equality for all children in terms of access to education, health and
housing. Made a commitment to reduce the incidence of consistent
child poverty to below 2%, and, if possible, to eliminate consistent
child poverty by 2007.

National Children’s Strategy, 2000

Promises to provide children ‘with the financial supports necessary
to eliminate child poverty’.

Programme for Government, 2002  

States that the effort to end child poverty would be ‘a core
element’ of the Government’s work.

Sustaining Progress, 2003–2005 (Social Partnership Agreement)

Reiterates the NAPS commitment and established ‘Ending Child
Poverty’ as one of the Ten Special Initiatives to be undertaken over
the lifetime of the Agreement.

Health Strategy, 2001

Commits to substantially expand Medical Card eligibility so as to
include an additional 200,000 low income people, taking particular
account of the needs of families with children.

Education (Welfare) Act, 2000

Provides for Education Welfare Officers to encourage regular school
attendance and develop strategies to reduce absenteeism and early
school leaving. 

Housing (Traveller Accommodation) Act, 1998

Obliges local authorities to provide accommodation for 
Traveller families.

Homelessness: An Integrated Strategy, 2000

Prioritises the elimination of the use of Bed and Breakfast
Accommodation for families other than in emergencies and then
only for short-term use.

National Play Policy, 2004  

Promises to maximise the range of public play opportunities
available to children, particularly children who are marginalised,
disadvantaged or who have a disability. 

National Action Plan Against Racism 2005–2008  

Requires bodies implementing anti-poverty programmes to outline
how they will combat racism and make reasonable accommodation
of cultural diversity.

Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools, (DEIS) 2005

Promises a standardised system for identifying and reviewing levels
of disadvantage and a new integrated School Support Programme.

Last Chance to End Child Poverty by 2007
In 2001, the Government promised children in Ireland that they would
not be living in poverty by 2007. This year’s budget is the last chance the
Government will have to honour these promises and end child poverty
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Realising the commitment to end child poverty requires the
Government to take the appropriate policy and budgetary measures.
Budget 2006 is the last budget before the 2007 goal date, and the
Government’s last opportunity before that date to allocate the
necessary resources to honour its commitment. Budget 2006 is
also the last budget in the life of Sustaining Progress, and thus the last
chance to make progress in the ‘Ending Child Poverty Special Initiative’. 

A key action the Government should take is to provide adequate
child income support. ‘The Government must put money into the
hands of the most vulnerable families with children by raising the
universal Child Benefit payment paid to all parents and by
increasing and introducing a new child income support payment 
paid to low income families to ensure their children have an 
adequate standard of living’ states John-Mark McCaffer ty of the
Society of St. Vincent de Paul and Coalition partner. 

Eliminating child poverty must now be moved up to the top of the
political and economic agenda and kept there. Ending child poverty,
like any major national objective, requires sustained and comprehensive
action supported by the allocation of significant resources. Achieving
the goal of ending child poverty by 2007 is a challenge that can be met,
but only if the effort is a matter of national and political priority.

Child poverty can and must be
eliminated.

‘Too many Governments are making
informed, deliberate choices that 
actually hurt childhood. The quality 
of a child's life depends on decisions
made every day in households,
communities and in the halls of
Government. We must make those 
choices wisely, and with children's best
interests in mind. If we fail to secure
childhood, we will fail to reach our 
larger, global goals for human rights 
and economic development. As 
children go, so go nations. 
It's that simple.’ 6
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6 The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, when monitoring Ireland’s implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1998,
noted that it was ‘particularly concerned about the incidence of child poverty and homeless children…’ It recommended that Ireland ‘take immediate
steps to tackle the problem of child poverty and to make all possible efforts to ensure that all families have adequate resources and facilities.’ 



Recommendations for Budget 2006:
Implement the last phase of the 2001 promised increase in
Child Benefit, to provide a monthly payment of €155.92 for the
1st and 2nd child, and €192.85 for 3rd and subsequent
children. Cost €192m 
Introduce a new child income support measure for children in
low income families, both in work and out of work. As an
interim measure, equalise and increase Child Dependant
Allowances to €33 per week. Cost: €235m 
Reinstate the universal entitlement of all children resident in
Ireland to receive the Child Benefit payment, regardless of the
status of the child’s parents. 
Roll out the commitment contained in the 2001 Health Strategy
to substantially expand FULL Medical Card eligibility to 200,000
persons, taking into account the particular needs of families
with children. 
Provide sufficient funding to acquire, enable and provide an
additional 10,000 social housing units in 2006 in line with the
NESC recommendation. Cost: €800m 
Adequately resource the National Educational Welfare Board
to ensure the full implementation of the Education Welfare Act,
2000. 
Raise the annual Back to School Clothing and Footwear
Allowance for primary school children from €80 to €165 and

for secondary school children from €150 to €220 per child.
Cost: €13m 
Substantially increase the earnings disregard of One Parent
Family Payment to a lower limit of €190 per week with an
upper cut-off point of €325. 

The Way Forward 

The number of children and 

young people still living in poverty

after a period of unprecedented

prosperity shows the scale of the

challenge which Irish society faces

if it is to eliminate child poverty.

Tackling child poverty requires the

development of a comprehensive,

fully-resourced and sustained

programme of action that can

address the multi-dimensional 

nature of child poverty.
This programme of action should, among other things:

Ensure that child income support provides an adequate income
that meets the costs of childrearing.
Implement the provisions of the National Children’s Strategy
that relate to poverty and social exclusion. 
Ensure equal access to medical care for all children regardless
of income.
Provide accessible, good quality and appropriate accommodation
for all children. 
Invest in education, particularly at pre-school and primary level,
to ensure that all children can benefit equally from educational
opportunities and to reduce early school-leaving.
Recognise and safeguard the rights of children with disabilities.
Promote and protect the rights of all children experiencing
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poverty or social exclusion, including children from minority
ethnic and racial backgrounds. 
Take steps to ensure the voices of children who are experiencing
poverty are heard by those who are developing policies that
impact on their lives, in line with the National Children’s Strategy
and the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

The End Child Poverty Coalition
The Coalition partners are Barnardos, Children’s Rights Alliance,
Focus Ireland, OPEN - One Parent Exchange and Network, the
National Youth Council of Ireland, Pavee Point and the Society of
St. Vincent de Paul.

The Coalition aims to influence the development of public policy
so that eliminating child poverty becomes a realistic and achievable
objective. Our key objectives are to: 

Develop, promote and monitor policies and actions to end
child poverty.
Promote public awareness and understanding of child poverty.
Provide mutual support on issues of shared concern relating to
children and poverty.

Promote the participation of children and young people
experiencing poverty in policy making.
Encourage local action to end child poverty.

We work to promote the implementation of the plan to end child
poverty embraced by the revised National Anti-Poverty Strategy
2002–2007, the National Action Plan against Poverty and Social
Exclusion 2003–2005 and the National Children’s Strategy (2000).

The Coalition is the successor organisation of the Open Your Eyes
to Child Poverty Initiative and builds on the work of the Initiative.
Since 1999, the Initiative has worked to generate public awareness
of child poverty in Ireland and to promote the adoption and 
implementation of public policies designed to reduce, prevent and
ultimately eliminate child poverty. During this period, the Initiative
invested considerable time and effort to secure a commitment
from the Government to tackle child poverty. This work
contributed to the Government’s commitment in the revised
NAPS to eliminate child poverty by 2007.contributed to the
Government’s commitment in the revised NAPS to eliminate child
poverty by 2007.

For more information on the work 
of the Coalition contact: 

Jo Harding
Programme Co-ordinator
4 Upper Mount Street, Dublin 2
Phone: 01 662 9400
email: contact@endchildpoverty.ie
www.endchildpoverty.ie
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Useful Resources on Poverty
The following resources are available from the NCRC:

Against All Odds: 
Family Life on a Low Income in Ireland
Combat Poverty Agency, 2002

A Better Future for Children: Eliminating
Poverty, Promoting Equality
Combat Poverty Agency, 2000

Child Poverty in Ireland 
Combat Poverty Agency, 2000

Child Poverty in Rich Countries 2005
United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF), 2005

Children Living Without
National Children's Resource Centre, 2003

Counted Out: 
Challenging Poverty & Social Exclusion
Combat Poverty Agency, 2002

Counting the Cost of Child Poverty
Barnardo’s UK, 2000

Data Sources on Poverty
Institute of Public Administration (IPA), Combat Poverty Agency, 2002

The Distribution of Income in Ireland
Oak Tree Press, 2000

Do the Poor Pay More? 
A study of Lone Parents and Debt
One Parent Exchange and Network (OPEN), 2005

Eradicating Child Poverty: Fact or Fiction?
European Forum for Child Welfare, 2002

Food Poverty and Policy
Crosscare, St. Vincent de Paul, Combat Poverty Agency, 2004

Hungry for Change: Social Exclusion, 
Food Poverty and Homelessness in Dublin
Focus Ireland, 2003

I'm Still Hungry: Seven Steps to Ending Child
Poverty
Barnardos, 2005 

In Our Own Words: 
The Voices of Children Experiencing Poverty
Combat Poverty Agency, 2005

Left Outside? 
An Educational Resource on Poverty in Ireland
Combat Poverty Agency, 2005

Low Cost but Acceptable Budget Standard 
for Three Households: Lone Parents and Two
Children, Two Parents and Two Children and
Pensioner Couple
Vincentian Partnership for Social Justice, 2004

Pathways to Inclusion: Policies to Ensure
Economic Development, Social Equity and
Sustainability
CORI Justice Commission, 2005

Poverty and Inequality: Applying an Equality
Dimension to Poverty Proofing
Combat Poverty Agency, Equality Authority, 2003

Rich and Poor: Perspectives on 
Tackling Inequality in Ireland
Oak Tree Press, 2001

Wish You Were Here: Child Poverty 
and Exclusion in the Summer Holidays
Barnardo's UK, 2003
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