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Opening Statement

The Children’s Rights Alliance welcomes today’s opportunity to address the Joint
Oireachtas Committee on Children, Equality, Integration and Youth on issues facing the
early childhood sector. The Alliance unites 150 members working together to make
Ireland one of the best places in the world to be a child. We change the lives of all children
by making sure their rights are respected and protected in our laws, policies and services.
We also provide legal information and advice to children, young people and their families
through our legal information line and nationwide legal advice outreach clinics.

Introduction

The focus of today’s hearing is to discuss the current issues facing the early childhood sector in
Ireland. Today’s discussion will no doubt bring to the fore a broad range of issues that workers,
providers and other stakeholders face in the sector. It is critical that discussions on these issues are
informed by a child-centred approach to the provision of early child education and care services.

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) calls for an understanding that early
childhood is not merely preparation for adulthood and requires that children, including the very
youngest children, be respected in their own right.! Within the Convention parents and carers are
recognised as primary caregivers (Article 5), however, the Convention imposes a duty on States to
provide assistance with regard to this, including quality childcare services (under Article 18).2

Under Ireland’s last examination by the Committee on the Rights of the Child earlier this year, the
Committee’s Concluding Observations called for increased access to affordable childcare for parents
engaged in the labour market, and especially those experiencing disadvantage.® The Committee also
recommended that the Irish government increase the level of funding allocated to childcare and
move towards a publicly funded model of childcare and made specific reference to the Citizens
Assembly recommendation in this regard.* These two issues are of key concern to the Children’s
Rights Alliance.

Investing in Early Childhood Education and Care for children experiencing disadvantage

Article 2 of UNCRC clearly requires that no child should experience discrimination in early childhood
and that all children should be able to access the vital services that contribute to their survival and
development, in line with Article 6.% It is acknowledged that potential discrimination is a particular
concern in cases ‘where health, education, welfare and other services are not universally available
and are provided through a combination of State, private and charitable organisations’.® High quality
early childhood education and care is beneficial for all children, but it can be of particular value to
more disadvantaged children by helping to redress inter-familial inequalities.” There is robust
evidence to show that children who are disadvantaged at age three are at increased risk of
disadvantage across their life cycle.?

The whole of government strategy on children’s early years, First 5, committed to develop a
Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS) type model for early childhood education and
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care.’ The Report of the Expert Group on the Funding Model addresses this commitment by
recommending the introduction of a new funding stream to tackle socio-economic disadvantage.'®

In 2023, the Department undertook a significant amount of work in developing a new Equal
Participation Model to meet this commitment. It is critical that this model includes wraparound
services, food and parental support within early years settings. Traveller and Roma children are key
cohorts in this model and would benefit greatly from this targeted strand approach that could be
done through enhancements of existing programmes.

The importance of the provision of wrap-around support in early childhood, not only to safeguard
children’s rights in the present, but also to mitigate risk trajectories, yields a significant long-term
economic and social return.

In both Budget 2023 and Budget 2024 the Government has committed to significant investment in
early years. Budget 2023 achieved the goal of €1 billion in funding five years ahead of schedule!!
while Budget 2024 will see investment exceed €1 billion.*? Included in this latter figure is dedicated
funding to support an initial phase of the new Equal Participation Model. The rollout of the first
phase of this model can help to break the cycle of disadvantage for many children and their families
across Ireland.

Moving towards a public model of childcare

There is clear support for moving towards a ‘publicly funded, accessible and regulated model of
quality, affordable early years and out of hours childcare’ as in June 2021, the Citizens’ Assembly on
gender equality recommended that this happen over the next decade.®

It is evident through the commitment of significant funding in the last two budgets that there is a
strong political commitment to reform in early childhood education and care. Furthermore, behind
this funding there is a significant engine in the Department driving the reform and change

needed. Building on the publication of several key reports in 2021, the advancement of key
recommendations contained within these has seen substantial action in the areas of quality
outcomes, supporting staff retention and reducing costs for parents.

A child rights approach to establishing a public model of childcare would ensure that early childhood
institutions, services and facilities conform to quality standards as outlined by the UN Committee on
the Rights of the Child.** This means that:

e Staff possess the appropriate psychosocial qualities and are suitable, sufficiently numerous
and well-trained;

e Services are appropriate to the circumstances, age and individuality of young children and all
staff must be trained to work with this age group;

o  Work with young children is socially valued and properly paid to attract a highly-qualified
workforce and staff should have an up-to-date theoretical and practical understanding about
children’s rights and development; and

e Staff use child-centred care practices, curricula, and pedagogies, and have access to
specialist professional resources and support, including a supervisory and monitoring system
for public and private services.
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