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Submission by the Ombudsman for Children’s Office on Childcare in Ireland to 

The Special Óireachtas Committee on Covid 19 Response 

15 June 2020 

Sent by email only to: aileen.fallon@oireachtas.ie (cc to covid19@oireachtas.ie)  

NOTE: Due to the current Covid 19 crisis and working from home there will be no hard copy of this letter 

issued – email only 

The Ombudsman for Children’s Office (‘OCO’) has prepared this submission for the purpose 

of highlighting issues relating to the impact of Covid 19 on the provision of childcare in 

Ireland. 

As members of the Committee are aware, the Ombudsman for Children’s Office (OCO) is an 

independent statutory body, which was established under the Ombudsman for Children Act 

2002 (as amended). The OCO has two core statutory functions, namely: 

• to promote the rights and welfare of children under 18 years of age

• to examine and investigate complaints made by or on behalf of children about the

administrative actions of public bodies, schools or voluntary hospitals that have or

may have had an adverse effect on children.

The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child encourages States to develop a positive 
agenda for rights in early childhood so that all children, including the very youngest are 
respected as persons in their own right1.  

With a crisis often comes opportunity and we believe that with this Covid-19 crisis there is 
an opportunity for Ireland to re imagine how we provide child care for our children. 

While the focus of the debate has been on how to safely reopen our child care facilities we 
would ask that consideration is also given to expanding the range of child care choices for 
parents. 

1 General Comment 7 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 
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We must be cognisant that many parents are experiencing a very different work 
environment with many families attempting to work remotely from home. Children have 
also faced huge changes and we may need to accept that it is likely that some form of home 
schooling/blended learning may continue until such time that all children can attend school 
or early education facilities full time. 
 
Below is a range of ideas from the OCO in relation to the some but not all of the issues 
which the Committee outlined for consideration. 
  
Childcare services for front-line workers 
 

One of the positive impacts of the pandemic has been to generate an enormous 
community spirit and willingness to co-operate and in light of this we believe that 
consideration should be given to how best to use community facilities to support 
front line workers and their children.   

 
We would suggest that schools, that are willing to do so, could be used as temporary 
child care facilities staffed by local crèche/childcare crèche staff that may not be 
required in the early stages of re-opening (due to both social distancing and parents 
not needing the space yet).  Other community resources such as local sports facilities 
could also be considered as many of these have large halls and good facilities which 
could be utilised alongside their sporting space.  

 
As we know thousands of people signed up to Ireland’s Call and offered their 
services as volunteers. Many of these were qualified social and health care workers 
who may be able to assist, even on a part time basis to support front line workers.  

 
Childcare for children of parents returning to work 
 

We believe that it is essential that we improve the early childhood experiences for 
children in Ireland and we welcome the commitment in the draft programme for 
government to extend paid parental leave and implement the First 5 Strategy.  

 
The government should publish the final Action Plan for Child Minding with a focus 
on accelerating actions in relation to same. 

 
Individuals who look after children in a child’s home are currently excluded under 
this action plan but consideration should be given to reviewing this in light of the 
Covid-19 pandemic in to order to increase access to same. It is likely that many 
parents may wish for this option to assist with home schooling if schools do not fully 
reopen and they remain working remotely at home. 

 
Parents may be concerned about returning their children to child care facilities 
especially parents with immune-compromised children, or who themselves are 
immune- compromised.  
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Therefore, we need to consider how best we can support parental care for children, 
at home, that includes quality care and education. It is important therefore to 
consider the possibility of reducing the number of parents who have to return to 
work immediately. By facilitating a larger percentage of parents to stay at home (not 
work from home) then we can reduce the pressure not only on childcare but also on 
traffic, broadband and office space. It would be important to introduce a range of 
financial initiatives to support any parent who wishes to become a stay at home 
carer. 

 
Children with special needs require specific supports. The cohort of children who 
accessed their early years education through the Access and Inclusion Model (AIM) 
scheme may be disproportionally disadvantaged by closure of child care. They 
require additional supports to achieve their potential and the longer this cohort is 
out of education the more likely it is that they will regress and struggle when they 
return to school. 

 
The AIM scheme provides an SNA to eligible children (from the age of 2 years and 8 
months to 5 years and 6 months who are eligible to avail of ECCE at the single entry 
point to the scheme in September) for 3 hours a day, and is designed to maximise 
the access to education for all children. If there are restrictions in children accessing 
these hours in a child care facility, then options should be explored on how a SNA 
could support the child in their own home.  

 
We also know that there have been previous calls for the AIM programme to be 
extended and linked to other schemes, particularly the National Childcare Scheme 
(NCS) as well as Early Childhood Care and Education scheme (ECCE), and this may be 
something to consider at this point in time as it may also help to attract more people 
into the role of AIM Assistant. 
 
It is vital to recognise that with 10% of children living in poverty there is a large 
proportion of them in homes headed by long parents and prioritising them for 
childcare could be a vital service to all of those children. 

 
Financial impact on the childcare sector 
 

We appreciate that there has been significant investment by the Government in the 
early childcare sector but it remains under resourced.  This pandemic has brought 
into clear focus how essential childcare provision is and the importance it has in our 
social fabric. While the current system in dominated by private providers it may be 
time for the Government to consider a bigger investment in that system via the 
increase of Community Crèches and better partnerships with the providers. 

 
Impact of loss of early year education, especially on vulnerable groups of children  
 

The Department of Children and Youth Affairs has highlighted the importance of the 
early years sector for children. The system which has built up over the past number 
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of years has, at its heart, the recognition of the importance of education in reducing 
disadvantage in children.  

 
Research shows that by facilitating an equal access to early years education there is 
a greater likelihood that children in disadvantaged areas will reach their educational 
potential across both primary and post primary education. Therefore, while the loss 
of early education as a result of the current crisis impacts on all children, it is 
especially acute for children that are already vulnerable by virtue of economic, social 
or physical/intellectual circumstances.  

 
Those from poorer communities are likely to have less access to alternate 
educational options and may be additionally hampered by the economic crisis if their 
parents were working in low pay sectors. The cohort of children who accessed their 
early years education through the AIM scheme will be disproportionally 
disadvantaged because their education is specifically predicated on extra assistance 
and what they can receive at home, assuming their parents/carers have the capacity 
to provide something, will automatically be of a lesser quality and benefit. The 
longer this cohort is out of education the more likely it is that they will regress and 
the harder it will be for them to return to school and be on an equal footing with 
their peers. Our Office is acutely aware of the importance of early intervention for 
this cohort of children and therefore would feel it is vital that systems are put in 
place to help them to return to education as soon as possible.  

 
 
Proposal for cross-departmental child-specific transition task force 
 

The OCO has always been in favour of children’s issues being dealt with via a cross-
departmental framework and this issue would seem to be an apt opportunity. The 
focus on the really crucial transitions for children – i) Pre-school to Primary 
education ii) Primary to Post Primary education and iii) Post Primary to 3rd Level. The 
normal routine and supports in place for such transitions have been “washed away” 
during this crisis and there is no doubt that each of those cohorts have been 
negatively impacted by such losses. We would urge the Committee to encourage all 
relevant Departments to engage immediately to assist with this Task Force. 
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