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Introduction

The Commissioner for Children and Young People (NICCY) was established in accordance with ‘The Commissioner for Children and Young People (Northern Ireland) Order’ (2003) to ‘safeguard and promote the rights and best interests of children and young people in Northern Ireland’.  Under Articles 7(2) and (3) of this legislation, NICCY has a mandate to keep under review the adequacy and effectiveness of law, practice and services relating to the rights and best interests of children and young people by relevant authorities. Under Article 7(4), NICCY has a statutory duty to advise any relevant authority on matters concerning the rights or best interests of children and young persons. 

NICCY is extremely concerned about the financial situation affecting the delivery of Northern Ireland’s public services and the adverse impacts this represents in respect of children’s and young people’s rights.  The continued absence of a Northern Ireland Assembly and Executive over the past year, in the face of an extremely challenging economic climate, has resulted in funding crises in health and social care, education and other public services in Northern Ireland. This situation has exacerbated many of the prevailing challenges faced by children and young people, including unacceptable waiting times for key health services, persistent educational inequalities, Covid-related impacts on children’s wellbeing and deepening levels of child poverty. 

Although the budget for 2023/24 has not yet been set, departmental spending is expected to fall by 6.4% in real terms in 2023/24, with potentially deeper cuts of up to 10% in some areas if the Department of Health’s budget is protected.[footnoteRef:2] [footnoteRef:3] Cuts of this level could have catastrophic impacts on children’s health, wellbeing and education, and will disproportionately affect the most vulnerable and disadvantaged children in Northern Ireland. [2:  The NIO's 2022-23 Budget for Northern Ireland - web version 28.03.23_0.pdf (nifiscalcouncil.org)]  [3:  Stormont departments face budget cuts of almost 10% - BBC News] 



Health & Social Care Services

Health services in NI were facing significant pressures pre-pandemic and these have been further heightened by the Covid-19 pandemic. Therefore, the predicted £300m shortfall in funding going into the 2023/24 business year, which will require ‘high impact savings’, will have immensely damaging consequences for service delivery within an already highly pressurised health and social care system.[footnoteRef:4]  NICCY is aware that local Health Trusts are experiencing sustained and growing demand for services, with increasing referrals into e.g. Family Support Hubs and Gateway services, child protection referrals, rising numbers of children on the child protection register and of children in care. [4:  Budget 23/24 (health-ni.gov.uk)] 




NICCY is concerned that further cuts to NI’s health system will adversely impact child health waiting times for treatment / operations which have been unacceptable for some time.[footnoteRef:5]  Between 2017 and 2021 there have been year on year increases in the number of children waiting for a first consultant led outpatient or inpatient / day case appointment.  However, as waiting lists have lengthened, Department of Health figures indicate that the amount of money dedicated to tackling them has fallen since 2014[footnoteRef:6] and continues to fall in real terms going forward.  Long waits for health care are particularly harmful for children as they can impair their mental and physical development at a critical time of life. It is unacceptable that many children are experiencing prolonged periods of pain, discomfort and deteriorating health conditions as they await care provision by a system that is insufficiently resourced to address children’s needs.  We are also aware of the pressures (given complaints received more recently into our legal department) in children’s social care, residential care settings and respite provision for vulnerable children and families. [5:  niccy-monitoring-report-more-than-a-number-one-yr-on-27-october-2022.pdf]  [6:   (NI waiting lists: How could the health service get more funding? - BBC News)  ] 


Children’s mental health and wellbeing, and the capacity of the health system to respond effectively, is of increasing concern.  Statistics show around 25% higher rates of anxiety and depression in the child and youth population in NI in comparison to other UK jurisdictions.[footnoteRef:7]  However, under-resourced services mean that some children are being forced to wait over a year for their first appointment, while the overall number of children waiting for Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) as at March 2022 was the highest since monitoring started in 2017. Yet, this critical service received just over 10% of the £2.5m of funding promised for the 2022/23 financial year.    [7:  The Mental Health of Children and Parents in Northern Ireland (hscni.net)] 


Education Services

The unprecedented budget situation facing the education sector in Northern Ireland will have hugely detrimental impacts on children, particularly those who are most vulnerable.  Since our input to the Report for the UNCRC Committee, we have seen the withdrawal of vital services that support disadvantaged pupils within schools, including holiday hunger payments for those on free school meals, ‘Healthy Happy Minds’ counselling and therapeutic support schemes, and the Engage programme which provided vital support for children’s learning and (re)engagement post-pandemic.  Support for a free book programme has also just been ceased by the Department.

Northern Ireland has a higher proportion of children with SEN than the rest of the UK yet spend per pupil is currently the lowest in the UK.  Around 66,400 children here need extra support due to SEN needs, which is now at risk.[footnoteRef:8]   We understand the Education Authority is facing a £500m pressure as it goes into the 2023-24 business year.  It is unacceptable that some of our most vulnerable children in Northern Ireland are now expected to bear the brunt of budgetary pressures, which will compromise their right to education and have enduring implications for their life chances.   [8:  annual-enrolments-at-schools-and-in-funded-pre-school-education-in-northern-ireland-2020-21 (education-ni.gov.uk)] 





Conclusion

In response to the issues highlighted, NICCY requests that the Committee:

1. Asks the State Party what assessment it has done of the impact of the budget cuts on services for children and young people;

1. Asks the State Party what mitigations it is putting in place to protect children’s services, in particular the early intervention and prevention services; and

1. Considers making a recommendation in relation to undertaking child rights impact assessments (CRIAs) on budgets, and putting in place mitigations to protect children’s services, particularly those focussing on early intervention and prevention.
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