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Introduction
Thank you to the Chair Mikiko Otani and to the entire UN Committee on the Rights of the Child for meeting with us today. 

I also welcome the attendance of a number of Irish civil society representatives at the review today. We have greatly benefited from your active engagement throughout the reporting and review process. Your engagement will be equally important as we follow up on the issues raised today and tomorrow. 

Human rights are at the heart of Ireland’s domestic and foreign policy. We are a strong supporter of the UN Treaty Body system, and we greatly value the role that Treaty Body Committees continue to play in highlighting human rights issues in Ireland, and helping to generate change.  

We welcome this opportunity to discuss the actions we have taken on Issues previously raised by this Committee, and we look forward to hearing your views and responding to your queries comprehensively.
I am joined by senior officials from across the Irish Civil Service, in particular from the Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth; the Department of Foreign Affairs; the Department of Finance, the Department of Justice; the Department of Social Protection; the Department of Health; the Department of Education, the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage and the Attorney General’s Office. 

In common with others in the international community, Ireland has faced very significant challenges over the last few years, in particular Brexit, Covid, Russia’s unjustified war in Ukraine and related energy price increases, as well as increasing rates of forced displacement across the world. 

Notwithstanding those challenges, Ireland has still managed to make progress in a number of areas and I am pleased to outline some of the highlights of this progress for you today.  

Over the last decade, the State has made significant progress in improving access to high quality affordable early learning and childcare. Annual State investment in the provision of Early Years services has increased almost four-fold, from €260 million in 2015 to €1.025 billion in 2023.
The Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) Programme now provides all children between 2 years and 8 months and 5 years and 6 months with two years of State funded pre-school education for 3 hours per day, 5 days per week. It has uptake rates in excess of 95%, with data showing that more than 60% of low income families would not have been able to send their child to pre-school without this Programme.

In addition, the National Childcare Scheme (NCS), introduced in 2019 provides a combination of universal and targeted subsidies, as well as free services for vulnerable children. This Scheme is substantially reducing the out of pocket early learning and childcare costs for families – with the highest levels of subsidies available to families on the lowest incomes.

Record numbers of children – more than 100,000 - are currently benefitting from the NCS – twice the number of children than this time last year. 

In 2022, I introduced changes to the National Childcare Scheme to offer greater numbers of subsidised hours to families where not all parents are in work or study. This measure was particularly beneficial for families in socio-economically disadvantaged communities. 
There is further work underway to support children with additional needs.
Specifically, a new strand of funding is under development, to support children and families experiencing disadvantage in accessing childcare services.

The provision of hot meals to children in Early Learning and Care settings in disadvantaged areas is currently being piloted.

For children with disabilities, the award winning Access and Inclusion Model (AIM) – introduced in 2016 – is benefiting thousands and empowers providers to deliver an inclusive pre-school experience for children in the ECCE programme. AIM offers tailored, practical supports based on need and does not require a formal diagnosis of disability.

As well as comprehensive universal supports, AIM has provided various targeted supports to over 25,000 children since its inception. 

In terms of Disability more generally, I would acknowledge that there remains very significant challenges in this area.  The forthcoming transfer of disability functions to my Department will bring together the operational and policy elements allowing for a more holistic approach to the area.
In relation to work life balance, I introduced a Work Life Balance Bill, which extends paid parent’s leave and extends the statutory entitlement to breastfeeding breaks from the current six months to two years after the birth of a child.

My Department also launched a National Model of Parenting Support Services in April of last year. 

Since Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, more than 71,000 people have arrived in Ireland from Ukraine, among the highest per capita number of Ukrainian refugees in Europe.  Approximately one-third of the arrivals are minors under the age of 18.  

At the same time, the number of arrivals from other countries through the International Protection and Accommodation Service is at an all-time high.  In sourcing and securing accommodation, the central consideration is the safety and security of displaced persons.

Children who arrive in Ireland as unaccompanied minors are received into care by Tusla, or offered services under the Child Care Act.  
All children receive a full assessment of their needs, which includes identification of areas of specific vulnerability. These assessments then inform a care plan, which guides the child’s placement and care while they remain in Ireland. 

In recognition of the specific needs of unaccompanied minors seeking international protection, €5m funding was provided through an initiative of my Department for the recruitment of specialised foster carers. We called this the ‘Fáilte Care’ programme. 

In March 2022, the Department of Education established the Regional Education and Language Teams (REALT) to support the education needs of children arriving in Ireland from Ukraine.

The primary role of the REALT is to assist children in finding school places and to support schools in the area to meet the needs of these children, to advise and support the Department in developing new capacity where required, and to co-ordinate the provision of education services to children and families across their defined area. 
As of November 2022, the remit of the REALTs has been extended to include non-Ukrainian IPAS arrivals and children under the Irish Refugee Protection Programme (IRPP).

In terms of the challenges that can arise when trying to integrate large numbers of new arrivals into local communities, I want to be clear that Ireland strongly condemns all forms of racism, antisemitism, xenophobia, discrimination and intolerance.  

Ireland is in the final stages of developing our National Action Plan against Racism, which will address all of these issues. This is expected to be approved by Government early in 2023. 

My colleague Minister McEntee recently published the Family Court Bill 2020, which will establish a dedicated family court division. She also launched Ireland’s first Family Justice Strategy to support these planned legislative changes. This Strategy aims to create a modern, streamlined and user-friendly family justice system that supports simple, early, fair and – where possible – non-adversarial outcomes. 

Children and their families are at the centre of the planned reforms, and I will continue to engage on the implementation of the goals and actions in this Strategy.

My Department enacted legislation last year to extend and regulate the guardian ad litem system for children involved in child care proceedings. Guardians ad litem ensure that the voices of children and young people are heard and act as an independent voice to advise the court regarding the child’s best interests. 

This legislation creates a presumption in favour of appointment of a guardian ad litem.  It also places new obligations on the court to hear the voice of every child before making any decisions about their future.
 
Just last week, my colleague the Minister for Justice secured Cabinet approval to publish the Criminal Justice (Engagement of Children in Criminal Activity) Bill 2023.   The Bill will create specific offences where an adult compels, coerces, induces or invites a child to engage in criminal activity.  

The new offence will be a separate prosecutable offence on top of the provisions in current law where an adult who causes or uses a child to commit a crime can generally be found guilty as the principal offender - meaning they can be punished as though they committed the crime themselves.

In relation to poverty and the current cost of living crisis, Budget 2023 included a social welfare package worth almost €2.2 billion with many of the measures taken going towards families with children. 

This included increasing the Working Family Payment, designed to prevent in-work poverty, by €40 per week; an increase in the rate of the additional social welfare payment known as the Increase for a Qualified Child; and double payments of One-Parent Family Payment and Jobseeker's Transitional Payment in October and December 2022. There was also a double payment of Child Benefit in November 2022, at a cost of €170 million. 

Lastly, the personal rate of working age payments such as the One-Parent Family Payment increased by €12, from €208 to €220 per week, from January 2023.                                                                                                                                              
In addition to the increases in social transfers, our focus must be on continuing to reduce child poverty and An Taoiseach (our Prime Minister) last month announced the establishment of a new Unit in Department of the Taoiseach to co-ordinate this approach across Government, reflecting the fact that it is the third major priority for the second half of the Government’s term over the next two years. 

In terms of education, the Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS) programme provides a suite of targeted supports to schools which serve the highest concentration of students from disadvantaged areas. 

In 2022, a significant expansion of the DEIS programme provided for the inclusion of 322 additional schools. The programme now supports over 240,000 students in over 1,200 schools. 

This means that over 30% of all schools and 25% of all students are now supported by DEIS. With €180m in funding to support the DEIS programme, this represents a funding increase of over 20% since 2020.

Importantly, the new model took into consideration the significant educational disadvantage experienced by learners who have self-identified as being of Traveller or Roma ethnicity, as well as those who reside in centres managed by the International Protection Accommodation Service, or are experiencing homelessness. 

Over the course of the last decade, Ireland has successfully established world-leading Participation structures to ensure children’s views are heard and taken into account in policy-making.

2022 saw the introduction of a Youth Travel Card, the idea for which came directly from the work of the National Executive of our Comhairle na nÓg (Youth Council) structures, who made the proposal directly to me and my Government colleagues. The card provides a 50% discount to all young people up to the age of 23, whether they are enrolled in full-time education or not. 

In terms of today’s session and the reporting process under the UNCRC, I wanted to highlight that my Department organised a consultation process with over 1,200 children and young people in the summer of 2021 throughout Ireland on their rights under the various UN Conventions.  
I also recently met directly with the Youth Advisory Panel of the Ombudsman for Children’s Office and was deeply impressed with their presentation of their report – ‘Pieces of Us’ – and I know Committee members had the privilege of meeting with that group of young people last Autumn.  

The input of children and young people is critical to this process and the results of these consultations will also help inform my Department’s future policy development, in particular the development of the National Policy Framework for Children and Young People 2023-2028.  

This will be a cross-government framework which takes a rights-based approach based on the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

The Blueprint that was published last August already commits to a number of key actions from the UN General Measures of Implementation that will be very familiar to Committee members such as piloting the introduction of Child Rights Impact Assessments and Child Budgeting, establishing a Cross Government Research Programme and conducting a legislative review of compliance with the UNCRC. 
In addition, the new policy framework will focus on the areas of most significant difficulty for children and young people, especially those who are vulnerable. 

I want to thank Committee Members for their time and attention in allowing me to outline these key initiatives and I look forward to an engaging and constructive discussion over the next two days.

Thank you.
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