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Introduction  

My name is Edel McGinley and I am the Director of the Migrant Rights Centre Ireland (MRCI), which 

coordinates both the Young Paperless and Powerful (YPP) campaign group and the Justice for the 

Undocumented (JFU) Campaign Group. I am joined today by Kate O’Connell, Community and Youth 

Worker working both with the JFU and YPP leaders along with Pablo Rojas Coppari, our Policy and 

Research Officer. MRCI is a leading national community sector organisation working to promote 

justice, empowerment and equality for migrant workers and their families. Since 2001 we have 

taken a stand with migrant workers to realise their rights, through service provision, advocacy and 

policy change. MRCI has been working directly with undocumented migrants for over fourteen years 

and continues to see the cumulative detrimental effects such situations are having on families and 

children living in Ireland.  

Current Context 

MRCI estimates the number of undocumented people in Ireland to be between 20,000 and 26,000 

and the number of undocumented children and young people under 18 to be between 2,000 and 

5,000.  MRCI’s research with over 1000 undocumented migrants found that 84% of people surveyed 

have lived here for five years or more and 89% are working. These are the parents of undocumented 

children and young people. 

Every person from outside the EEA over the age of 16 is required to register with the Garda National 

Immigration Bureau (GNIB). In absence of their own immigration status children and young people 

under the age of 16 are dependent on their parents to determine their rights to residency and the 

ensuing entitlements.  If a child is born in Ireland to undocumented parents neither the child or 

parents acquire citizenship or residency rights. Most undocumented children and young people were 

either born in Ireland to undocumented parents or joined with their parents who were working in 

Ireland. The majority of these parents entered the country legally and many held permission to 

reside before falling into irregularity. 

As the Committee requires people to be visible to present no undocumented young person was in a 

position to speak here today, though some of the young people MRCI work with are present in the 

gallery. Instead Kate will talk you through the work of the Young, Paperless and Powerful group and 

some of the emerging issues for young people. She will also outline the story of a young person to 

help the Committee better understand the situation young people find themselves in, and present a 

spoken word piece written by another young person to represent the voices of the young people 

who couldn’t speak today. 

Young Paperless and Powerful 

After working and campaigning with undocumented workers and their families for many years, MRCI 

began to see more and more undocumented children and young people growing up in Ireland, 

impacted by the stress and barriers of having no immigration status. To respond to this in May 2015 

MRCI supported a group of undocumented young people to come together to share experiences, 

and look at ways of having their voices and stories heard by people who had the power to change 

their situation. The group, Young, Paperless and Powerful decided to use the creative arts such as 

mural painting, film making and spoken word poetry to platform their experiences and campaign for 

change. YPP’s work and showcase events have been supported by many children’s rights and youth 

organisations such as the Office of the Ombudsman for Children, the National Youth Council of 
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Ireland, Youth Work Ireland, Foroige and the Union of Students of Ireland. Unfortunately, we were 

unable to screen the Young, Paperless and Powerful film here today but the Committee can watch it 

through a link online: https://vimeo.com/132984011  

Issues Facing Undocumented Youth People 

1. Fear and Stigma 

Children become aware of their parents’ lack of status from a very young age. Due to a fear of 

stigma and rejection from friends, and exposure to the authorities many young people hide their 

irregular status from those outside their immediate family. Many believe the Gardaí can come to 

their home at any time and separate them from their families and/or deport them. This perceived 

threat often leads children and young people to mistrust the authorities, in particular law 

enforcement, and conditions their interaction, even when they need help or are a victims of a crime. 

The fear and stigma of being undocumented creates a situation where young people feel the need to 

lie in order to protect their families and to avoid situations which could result in the disclosure of 

their irregular status. In addition to the effects of psychological strain, it is very worrying that 

undocumented children and young people do not seek help from relevant authorities when they are 

in need. 

2.  Mental Health 

The mental stress and burden faced by undocumented children and young people is significant. 

Children and young people in this situation often suffer from increased stress, anxiety and 

depression yet their status restricts access to support services. Particularly as they approach their 

Leaving Certificate young people become more aware of an uncertain future and the limited options 

available to them after secondary school. At this time undocumented young people often experience 

deep frustration and hopelessness. With restricted access to third level education and no right to 

work, young people watch their peers move on while they remain stuck, often becoming isolated 

and excluded without opportunities for economic independence, for development and struggling to 

explain their situation to their friends and peers. Additionally, undocumented children and young 

people suffer from disconnection from their extended family networks due to their inability to 

travel. Young people often speak to us of the challenge of feeling both Irish and something else but 

being unable to connect fully with that side of their identity because they can’t travel or be with 

their relatives and family or experience a culture they left when they were much younger. 

3. Blocked Future 

Over two decades have passed since Ireland first experienced positive net migration, undocumented 

young people have grown up here and have gone through the educational system. Despite 

completing their secondary education in the Irish school system with a Leaving Certificate their third 

level ambitions and access to employment remain blocked.  Even after investing in the primary and 

secondary education of undocumented young people for many years, once they leave school their 

lack of legal status blocks them from continuing their education and skills training or accessing the 

labour market. As citizenship is the deciding factor for access to more affordable third level 

education fees in Ireland, no matter how long they have lived in the State; undocumented young 

people face tuition fees which are disproportionally higher than those of their peers, often running 

into the tens of thousands per year and cannot access grants which they would have otherwise been 

eligible for.  In addition, without permission to work in the State, young people are often exposed to 

https://vimeo.com/132984011
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exploitative employment in unregulated sectors such as care, hospitality and cleaning. These are 

often jobs in which their parents have been struggling in for many years, without equal access to 

education and residence rights, the cycles of low wage work and poverty will continue. 

Sara Jane’s Story 

Sara Jane is 17 years old and been undocumented for 9 years. She was 8 years old when she first 

moved to Ireland from Mauritius to join her parents, nine months after they moved to Ireland. Her 

parents came to Ireland with student visas, which do not allow dependents, so they were unable to 

apply for official family reunification to be together. Despite significant efforts Sara Jane’s Father 

was unable to transition to a work permit visa after 7 years of studying, and residing regularly in 

Ireland.  As a result he became undocumented and the Sara Jane was unable regularise her status 

when she turned 16. Sara Jane’s parents continue to work and pay taxes in Ireland. Sara Jane is now 

in 6th year in school and wants to study law. The reality is unless Sara Jane can regularise her status 

her family will not be able to pay the enormous international fees needed to take up any CAO offer 

of a place in university. This is despite her parent’s significant and continuous tax contribution over 

the last nine years. 

Spoken Word Piece - Prathna 

Why do I have to feel this way ? 

Why?  

I’m trapped. 

I feel imprisoned 

Suffocating, 

Strapped down, 

Immobilised 

Unfree. 

Unable to grow 

Unable to escape 

I’m silently going through my everyday tasks 

But on the inside I’m screaming to break out 

I hate small talk and pursuing small empty dreams 

I’m scared I’m going to end up  

Like everyone in this place 

And it’s slowly driving me insane 

But how do I escape? 

If only you know what goes through our minds when we’re all looking into our phone screen to block 

ourselves from reality 

Cause reality has become too depressing 

No one has ever asked me this question...  

'Are you really okay '  

I'd break down if anyone does but I'll still say yes with a smile on my face  

Because ....  

Because this world taught me that as a young person you don't matter.  

You're not worth it. You're just looking for attention. You're just going through a phrase. You're over 
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thinking . Things will get better in a blink of an eye.  

And I blinked... I blinked And nothing happened.  

Seven years in a Ireland and I'm still undocumented. I blinked and nothing has changed yet.  

I blinked and only thing that happened is that I miss a second from reaching my goals.  

I blinked and my dreams shattered. I blinked and I'm still the same...  

I'm still blinking hoping for a change. Hoping that this world will be a better place for us. 

Hoping Ireland will change their view of immigrants like ME  

I can’t just wait for things to magically fall into place  

If I truly want to live,  

If I want to be free, then change has to start today. 

Recent Developments 

On November 19th, 2015 (less than a year ago) the previous Justice Committee asked the Minister 

for Justice to consider proposals for a regularisation programme for undocumented migrants 

including children. Its then Chair, now Minister of State for Immigration David Stanton TD, said  

“The Joint Committee has held meetings this year relating to both the migrant crisis and the issue of 

undocumented migrants in Ireland… The Committee was told that the current situation could be 

addressed through a once-off, time bound regularisation scheme which would give undocumented 

migrants an opportunity to regularise their situation… The Committee believes that these are 

reasonable recommendations and strongly recommends their introduction. We have written to the 

Minister for Justice and Equality this week outlining same and we look forward to her response” 

In February 2016, the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child reviews Ireland’s progress in realising 

its international commitments under the Convention. In its concluding recommendations the CRC 

emphasised that   

“all children are entitled to the full protection and implementation of the Convention, irrespective of 

their or their parents’ legal status. It recommended that Ireland expeditiously adopt a comprehensive 

legal immigration framework in accordance with international legal standards and ensure that it 

provides for formal procedures for conferring immigration status to children and their families who 

are in irregular migration situation” 

As the 31stDáil rose, there was cross party support for the introduction of a regularisation scheme as 

well as a recommendation from the previous Committee on Justice and Equality and its Human 

Rights subcommittee. We are here today to renew this commitment and support and to work 

towards the implementation of a regularisation scheme. 

In July 2016 MRCI and YPP met with members of the Advisory Council of the Department of Children 

and Youth Affairs and to discuss the issues facing children and young people in Ireland and the policy 

solution of introducing a regularisation. 

A request for a meeting is with the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs to discuss the same and 

we hope this will happen early in the new year. 
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Proposal 

MRCI believes this situation can best be addressed through the introduction of policy measures 

allowing for the administration of a once off, time bound regularisation scheme. Such a scheme 

would give undocumented migrants a window of opportunity to come forward, pay a fee and 

regularise their situation.  A scheme such as this can be introduced by means of policy and does not 

require legislation 

The table below gives an outline of what a regularisation proposal would look like: 

Regularisation Proposal 

Criteria Children + 
Families 

Ordinary 
Applicants  

Registration Open 6 months 
 

Open 6 months 

Entry  3 year  
 

4 years 

Exclusions  Serious Criminal 
Bar 

Serious Criminal 
Bar 

Supplementary 
Information  

No Yes 

Existing Section 3 
Applicants 

Yes  Yes 

Fee Yes 
 

Yes 

Probationary 
Period 

Not Applicable 2 years  

Exiting scheme  Stamp 4 Stamp 4  
 

 

All undocumented migrants leaving in Ireland for at least four years will be able to register for the 

scheme. Undocumented migrants with children born here or those who have attended a minimum 

of three year schooling will also be able to register for the scheme. A serious criminal bar is imposed 

and a further two-year probationary period is imposed, during which applicants are allowed to work 

and travel. This period allows the State to monitor the number of applicants and upon completion of 

the period, ensure that no serious criminal offence has been committed and that applicants can 

demonstrate financial self-sufficiency. On exiting the scheme, applicants are granted three-year 

residency permission. 

Administration and cost of scheme 

MRCI estimates that the administration of a scheme to regularise 26,000 people will cost 3 million 

euros. This costing is based on figures from the Department of Justice and Equality’s case processing 

panel and the administration costs of similar programmes. But more importantly, regularising this 

group of people will generate 12 times its cost based on immigration fees alone (application fees, 

immigration registration and re-entry visas) 
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Furthermore, we believe that Ireland could be losing up to €41 million per year on direct taxation 
alone, this includes a loss of both employees’ and employers’ PRSI contributions. This is in stark 
contrast with the minimum of €100 million which would cost to deport every single undocumented 
migrant; not to speak of the moral cost of inaction and failure to act on this issue.  
 
Benefits of scheme  

Regularisation allows the Government to be in control of those resident in the State, it is a positive 

effort to allow for greater Security within the State, and certainly very much valued at the time of 

Brexit negotiations. 

t allows us to respond to our international commitments by implementing recommendations from 

the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child while keeping up with migration management practices 

across the OECD. 

It provides a humanitarian response for undocumented individuals, in particular children to escape 

the constant fear, stress, poverty and isolation associated with living undocumented. Finally, it is 

impossible to underestimate the impact of a regularisation scheme in aiding social cohesion and 

addressing barriers to integration.  

Recommendations for action 

1. MRCI urges the Joint Committee on Children and Youth Affairs to consider the implications that 

irregular status has on the realisations of the commitments made under the Better Outcomes 

Brighter Futures national policy framework; and in particular the commitment 2.22 to 

“Strengthen social inclusion measures and re-invigorate efforts to improve educational 

outcomes among, and integration of migrant children” and the commitment 3.7 to“Introduce 

and enact the Immigration, Residence and Protection Bill, which will address in a 

comprehensive way the interaction of migrant children with the immigration system” 

 
2. MRCI urges the Joint Committee on Children and Youth Affairs to call on the Minister for Justice 

and Equality to introduce a once off, time bound regularisation scheme with transparent 
criteria addressing the recommendations from the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child 
and offering a pragmatic solution to undocumented families living in Ireland. 

 

 


