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Introduction 

 

I welcome the opportunity to present before the Oireachtas Committee Children, Equality, Disability, 

Integration and Youth on behalf of the Children’s Rights Alliance on the topic of child poverty. I also 

want to commend the Committee for its focus on child poverty which is one of the most serious and 

cross-cutting issues impacting on children and young people today. The Children’s Rights Alliance 

unites over 135+ members and our goal is to make Ireland one of the best places in the world to be a 

child.  

 

In my opening remarks, I wanted to address: 

 

• The need for national coordination and implementation  

• Specific recommendations that are particularly pertinent (childcare, nutrition, 

play/recreation)  

National coordination and implementation  
 

Child Poverty Unit  
 
Tony Blair in 1999 famously committed to ending child poverty in the UK by 2020. Blair enacted a 
Child Poverty Act, invested in school meals and set up an early years programme called Sure Start. 
One of the important ingredients in Blair’s success was the fact that a Child Poverty Unit was 
established under the Child Poverty Act to drive and implement anti-poverty measures for children.  

In the Irish context, there is no comparable cross-government Child Poverty Unit. While the 
Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth established a unit to drive work 
under the EU Child Guarantee (to be discussed below), this work is solely focused on measures 
under that EU instrument. At the same time, it does not mean that child poverty actions are not 
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taking place. For example, the same Department is overseeing a research programme to provide a 
basis for child poverty research and its different divisions run actions that address child poverty. 
However, there is no dedicated unit with sufficient resourcing. The Alliance believes that a Unit 
which is co-located between the Department of Social Protection and the Department of Children, 
Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth could be an important driving force behind actions to 
address child poverty.  

As well as developing a National Action Plan to address Child Poverty, we believe that an Office 
could co-ordinate and monitor a whole-of-government approach with specific actions delegated to 
relevant Departments. The Alliance believes that in the Irish context, local Child Poverty Action Plans 
should be undertaken on a phased basis. Key actions for the development of such plans include 
conducting a local needs analysis, facilitating the participation of children and young people in all 
aspects of their development and the publication of a plan with concrete actions for change.  

 

Specific Areas for attention  

 

Childcare Reform  
 
An analysis of OECD data indicates that supporting parents from low-income families to participate 
in full-time employment is a critical objective in terms of significantly reducing child poverty.1 
Children from disadvantaged backgrounds benefit most when ECEC services are closely linked to 
employment, health and social policies that promote a more equal distribution of resources across a 
population.2 The EU Recommendation on Investing in Children recommends that the State ‘provide 
access to high quality, inclusive early education and care; ensure it is affordable and adapt provision 
to the needs of families’.3  

The Children’s Rights Alliance recommends that the Government:  

• Provide free access (or nearly free access) to childcare for families on the lowest incomes by 
providing higher levels of subsidisation under the National Childcare Scheme for all families in 
receipt of the Medical Card.4 

• Expand access to the National Childcare Scheme for all families in receipt of the Medical Card. 
This can be achieved by amending the current IT system to include an additional field for 
Medical Card holders.  

• Establish a new cross-governmental working group to ensure that childcare is available for 
low-income families wishing to attend education and training and examine how family 
support programmes can help families access education, training and quality work. 

 

Nutrition  

Food poverty is particularly acute in Ireland because of the high cost of food.  However, national food 
programmes have an important role to play in addressing food poverty. Currently, the Department of 
Social Protection (DSP) funds the School Meals Programme which provides funding towards the provision 

 
1 Daly, M. Fighting Child Poverty: The Child Guarantee (European Parliament 2019), 5  
2 John Bennet, ECEC for children from disadvantaged backgrounds: findings from a European literature review and two case 
studies (European Commission 2013). 
3 European Commission, Commission Recommendation of 20.2.2013: Investing in children: breaking the cycle of 
disadvantage (Brussels, 20.2.2013 C(2013) 778 final). 
4 The State could chose an alternative measure to control the cost of fees. For example, through contract, the State could 

require that only a certain fee is charged to parents in particular income brackets.  
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of food to 1,506 schools and benefits 230,000 children.5 Expansion of this programme has led to positive 
evaluations. We believe that the Government should:    

• Develop and rollout a national action plan to ensure that all children have access to a hot 
nutritious meal every day in education settings.  

• Expand access to a hot meal to non-formal education settings incrementally over a number 
of budgets. This should include early years settings, youth and alternative education 
settings.  
 

Play, Recreation, Sports, Arts and Cultural Activities 
 
The EU Recommendation on Investing in Children recognises how important children’s and young 
people’s participation in play, recreation, sport and cultural activities is to their development, health 
and well-being. I am raising this specifically with the Committee as research across Europe shows it 
often gets forgotten.  
 
The Children’s Rights Alliance recommends that:  
 

• ‘Child proofing’ local development plans and national plans such as Ireland 2040 to ensure 
that the needs of children and young people for access to safe, walkable communities with 
access to a range of play and recreational facilities are met. 

• Requiring local authorities to develop play and recreation facilities for all children and young 
people, with a particular emphasis on children and young people experiencing poverty.  

• Supporting the participation of children and young people experiencing poverty in arts, 
sport, recreation and cultural events, by introducing a culture subsidy.  

• Prioritising access to the arts and cultural events for children and young people who are 
experiencing poverty via increased central government investment in this area. 

• Developing sports participation programmes that target young people, in particular early 
school leavers, to support participation in sporting activity outside of the education system.  

  

 
5 Heather Humphreys TD, Minister for Employment Affairs and Social Protection, Social Welfare Benefits, Written Answers 

15 June 2021 [31169/21; 31170/21/31170/21]. 
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Appendix 1: Background – The Drivers of Child Poverty in Ireland (not for opening statement)  

The latest available statistics on poverty in Ireland relate to 2019. According to the Survey on Income 
and Living Conditions (SILC) children are most vulnerable to poverty with 8.1 per cent of children 
living in consistent poverty and 15.3 per cent of children at risk of poverty.6 It is estimated that in 
2019 just over 96,000 children were living in consistent poverty, equating to 34 per cent of those 
living in consistent poverty.7 Among the children living in consistent poverty 43 per cent are in deep 
poverty, where household income is 50 per cent or less of median income.8 There was a worrying 
increase in deprivation among children in 2019 with 23.3 per cent of children under 18 experiencing 
enforced deprivation compared with 19.7 per cent in 2018.9 

An analysis of the 2018 SILC data by age cohort found that preschool children (0-5 years) have the 
lowest consistent poverty rate (4.8 per cent), while primary school-aged children (6-11 years) have 
the highest consistent poverty rate (nine per cent).10 Almost nine per cent of children at second level 
experience consistent poverty.11 

One parent families are significantly more vulnerable to experiencing poverty with 17.1 per cent living 
in consistent poverty versus 6.1 per cent of two parent families.12 Lone parents in Ireland are almost 
five times more likely to experience in-work poverty than other households with children.13 Forty-five 
per cent of persons living in households with one adult and children under 18 experienced enforced 
deprivation in 2019.14 Single people, along with couples without children experienced similar losses 
and gains in disposable income during the austerity and recovery periods following the last 
recession.15 However, lone parents lost proportionately more disposable income than single people 
without children during the period of austerity, and continued to see a fall in their income even during 
the recovery period, mainly due to policy reforms and cuts to the One Parent Family Payment.16 
 
Analysis of the Growing up in Ireland survey data identifies a number of drivers of child poverty. 
Characteristics such as lone parenthood, ethnicity, disability and family size are identified as being 
associated with persistent poverty.17 A multi-dimensional measure of poverty, known as ‘economic 
vulnerability’, based on three indicators – low household income, difficulty making ends meet and 
material deprivation is driven by factors like household transitions, such as relationship breakdown or 
parental job loss.18 Long-term exposure to economic vulnerability impacts on children’s outcomes 
across a number of domains including their physical and mental health, educational attainment and 

 
6 Central Statistics Office, Survey on Income and Living Conditions (SILC) 2019. (CSO 2020). 
7 Department of Children and Youth Affairs, Income, poverty and deprivation among children: A statistical baseline analysis 
(DCYA 2020). 
8 ibid.  
9 Central Statistics Office, Survey on Income and Living Conditions (SILC) Enforced deprivation 2019 (CSO 2020) 
<https://bit.ly/2RaDtl6> accessed 10 September 2020. 
10 Department of Children and Youth Affairs, Income, poverty and deprivation among children: A statistical baseline 
analysis (DCYA 2020). 
11 ibid.  
12 Central Statistics Office, Survey on Income and Living Conditions (SILC) 201. (CSO 2019). 
13 Society of St Vincent de Paul, Working, Parenting, and Struggling? An analysis of the employment and living conditions of 
one parent families in Ireland (SVP 2019) <https://bit.ly/2F7Rbmz> accessed 10 September 2020. 
14 ibid.  
15Karina Doorley, Maxime Bercholz, Tim Callan, Claire Keane and John R. Walsh, The gender impact of Irish budgetary policy 
(ESRI 2018). 
16 ibid.  
17 Bertrand Maitre, Helen Russell, and Emer Smyth The Dynamics of Child Poverty Evidence from the Growing Up in Ireland 
Survey (ESRI 2021) <https://bit.ly/3iiUtEG> accessed 4 June 2021 
18Bertrand Maitre, Helen Russell, and Emer Smyth The Dynamics of Child Poverty Evidence from the Growing Up in Ireland 
Survey (ESRI 2021) <https://bit.ly/3iiUtEG>accessed 4 June 2021. 

https://bit.ly/2RaDtl6
https://bit.ly/2F7Rbmz
https://bit.ly/3iiUtEG
https://bit.ly/3iiUtEG
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socio-emotional well-being and can result in them having a poor self-concept which can lead to mental 
health difficulties in later life.19 
 
The EU Child Guarantee  
 
In March 2021,20 the European Commission published a new comprehensive EU Strategy on the 
Rights of the Child to better protect all children, to help them fulfil their rights and to place them at 
the centre of EU policy making. The Strategy presents its proposal for a Council Recommendation 
establishing the European Child Guarantee.  
 
The Guarantee aims to impact the prevention and reduction of child poverty and social exclusion by 
supporting Member States efforts to guarantee access to quality key services for children in need. It 
calls on Member States to guarantee children in need21 free access to early childhood education and 
care; education (including school-based activities); a healthy meal each school day; healthcare; and 
to ensure effective access to healthy nutrition and adequate housing. It requires Member States to 
pay particular attention to the specific needs of children who are homeless; who have a disability; 
those with a migrant background; with a minority racial or ethnic background (particularly Roma); 
those being in alternative (especially institutional) care; and children in precarious family 
situations.22  
 
The Guarantee was formally adopted by European Union on 14 June 2021.23 The Department of 
Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth has taken lead responsibility for the 
implementation of the Guarantee in Ireland.24 For the Government to meet its obligations, a national 
action plan must be submitted by March 2022.  
 
The recently established EU/International Unit at the Department of Children, Equality, Disability, 
Integration and Youth which, will act as the coordinator for the Child Guarantee could be a central 
component of the Child Poverty Office.25 The attaché appointed in Brussels by the Minister for 
Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth will also provide an important link between work 
at the national and European / International levels.26   

The Oireachtas Committee on Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth could potentially 
play a pivotal role by keeping a focus on Ireland’s progress and implementation under the EU Child 
Guarantee.  
 

 
19 ibid.  
20 See Section 2.3 (Prioritisation of Child Poverty at the EU level) of the National Advisory Council for Children and Young 
People Paper on Addressing Child Poverty (28 July 2021) for a more detailed account of the EU context leading up to this 
since 2013. 
21 They are defined as children under 18 who are at risk of poverty or social exclusion.  
22 European Commission, Proposal for a Council Recommendation establishing the European Child Guarantee, Brussels, 
24.3.2021 COM(2021) 137 final, 1. 
23 European Council, ‘Access to key services for children in need: Council agrees European Child Guarantee’ (14 June 2021) 
<https://bit.ly/2UvCQrv> accessed 19 July 2021. 
24 Information received by the Children’s Rights Alliance as part of the Community and Voluntary Pillar from the 
Department of Social Protection, 26 May 2021 
25 Minister of State, Joe O’Brien TD announced the EU/International Office at an event hosted by the Children’s Rights 
Alliance on 24 May 2021. 
26 Ombudsman for Children's Initiative...: 23 Sep 2021: Dáil debates (KildareStreet.com) 

https://bit.ly/2UvCQrv
https://www.kildarestreet.com/debates/?id=2021-09-23a.364&s=%22eu+child+guarantee%22#g405

