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The Convention at 21:  Our Birthday Wish List! 
The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) has an interesting history.  It began in 1923 as a proclamation 

called the Declaration of the Rights of the Child, drafted by the British social reformer, and founder of Save the Children, 

Eglantyne Jebb.  The document was adopted by the League of Nations one year later and became known as the 

Declaration of Geneva.  On 20 November 1959, a revised and extended version of the Declaration was adopted by the UN 

General Assembly.  On the  same day, thirty years later, the General Assembly adopted the Convention on the Rights of 

the Child and opened it for signature.  The 20 November is now designated Universal Children’s Day.   

The Convention has played an important role in bringing about many positive changes to State policy for children,  as well 

as cultural and attitudinal shifts in Irish society and worldwide.  It is a comprehensive document, addressing both civil and political, as well as 

socio-economic rights; and it places an obligation on ratifying States to uphold these rights.  The Convention guarantees a child the right to 

be free from discrimination, to have access to education and health care, and to be free from abuse.  It includes the right of the child to have 

their voice heard in decisions that impact on their lives.  Last September we marked the 18th anniversary of the ratification of the 

Convention by Ireland.  This November, we celebrate the 21st birthday of the Convention!  This is a milestone year for the Convention, and 

we at the Alliance would like to propose our 21st birthday wish list. 

1. Children’s Rights Referendum1. Children’s Rights Referendum1. Children’s Rights Referendum1. Children’s Rights Referendum 

On 16 February 2010, the Joint Committee on the Constitutional Amendment on Children published its 
Third and Final Report, which, historically, included all-party agreement on proposed wording for an 
amendment.  This report broadly reflects the position advocated by the Alliance that the Constitution .  We 
believe the Constitution should recognise children as individual rights holders; it should truly respect the 
child’s right to have their voice heard, having regard to their age and maturity; and also uphold a 
child’s right to such protection and care as is necessary for their well-being. The Minister for Children and 
Youth Affairs is currently developing Government proposed wording. There is a danger that this critical 
issue will be sidelined by budgetary and bye-election considerations.  We call  for a clear commitment to We call  for a clear commitment to We call  for a clear commitment to We call  for a clear commitment to 
hold a referendum early in the New Year.hold a referendum early in the New Year.hold a referendum early in the New Year.hold a referendum early in the New Year. 

2. Ireland’ s Report to the UN Committee on The Rights of the Child2. Ireland’ s Report to the UN Committee on The Rights of the Child2. Ireland’ s Report to the UN Committee on The Rights of the Child2. Ireland’ s Report to the UN Committee on The Rights of the Child 

In 1995 and 2005 Ireland submitted State progress reports to the UN Committee on the Rights of the 
Child  and examinations took place in Genera.  The se examinations are the key accountability 
mechanism for the Convention. The next periodic State Report was due for submission  on 27 April 
2009.  This date  has come and gone.  Over the past two years, the Alliance  had continually raised this 
issue with the Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs.  The forthcoming State report 
should  demonstrate how the UN Committee’s previous Concluding Observations to Ireland are being 
addressed .   We  call  on the State to consult us on a draft and then submit its report to the UN We  call  on the State to consult us on a draft and then submit its report to the UN We  call  on the State to consult us on a draft and then submit its report to the UN We  call  on the State to consult us on a draft and then submit its report to the UN 
Committee  as a matter of priority. Committee  as a matter of priority. Committee  as a matter of priority. Committee  as a matter of priority.  

3. Optional Protocol on the Sale of Children3. Optional Protocol on the Sale of Children3. Optional Protocol on the Sale of Children3. Optional Protocol on the Sale of Children 

The UN Convention has two Optional Protocols.  Ireland ratified the Optional Protocol on Armed Conflict 
in 2002.  But Ireland has not yet ratified the Optional Protocol on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution 

and Child Pornography.  Ireland is one of the five EU member states that have yet to ratify the Protocol.  
The enactment of the Adoption Act 2010 on 1 November this year brings us another step closer to being in 
compliance with this Protocol.  We call on the Government to ensure  that all necessary measures are .  We call on the Government to ensure  that all necessary measures are .  We call on the Government to ensure  that all necessary measures are .  We call on the Government to ensure  that all necessary measures are 
taken to enable Ireland to ratify the Optional Protocol on the Sale of Children  as a matter or urgency.taken to enable Ireland to ratify the Optional Protocol on the Sale of Children  as a matter or urgency.taken to enable Ireland to ratify the Optional Protocol on the Sale of Children  as a matter or urgency.taken to enable Ireland to ratify the Optional Protocol on the Sale of Children  as a matter or urgency.    

4. The UNCRC and International Progress 4. The UNCRC and International Progress 4. The UNCRC and International Progress 4. The UNCRC and International Progress  

The Convention  has the widest international support of any human rights treaty, ratified by 194 
countries: just Somalia and the USA have yet to ratify it.  Somalia  remains a country in crisis.  With 
regard to the USA, the Chairperson of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, Yanghee Lee, 
recently stated that  obstacles to ratification include political will and public misunderstanding 
around the Convention .  She recently  addressed the UN General Assembly calling for universal 
ratification of the  Convention by 2012.  We  too would like President Barack Obama to honour his We  too would like President Barack Obama to honour his We  too would like President Barack Obama to honour his We  too would like President Barack Obama to honour his 
2008 election campaign pledge and ratify the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.2008 election campaign pledge and ratify the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.2008 election campaign pledge and ratify the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.2008 election campaign pledge and ratify the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. 



CARI has campaigned at every opportunity for an 

amendment to the Constitution enshrining 

children’s rights.  We have pointed out that, for 

our client group, those who have experienced 

sexual abuse, the absence of such a provision is 

not an academic matter and impacts on society's 

ability to protect them. In cases of sexual abuse, it 

is often the word of an adult parent protected by 

the constitution against the disclosures of a child, 

about whose rights the constitution is almost 

silent. We need a paradigm shift in our laws, 

practice and Constitution to ensure that the 

interests, wishes and rights of a child are given 

more weight. Every day, decisions are made that 

leave children in unsafe situations due to the 

undue weight given to families and, hence, 

parents. 

SpunOut.ie believes it's time for Ireland to walk the talk. If we want a safe, fair and 

inclusive country that respects and values all people, then we need to start with our 

young. There's been too much lip service and too little action and the time has come 

now to move ahead and update our Constitution so that young people and children 

are cherished, nurtured and protected. 

Our on the ground experience has taught us that 

children’s rights are not fully respected in Ireland. 

Until the Irish Constitution expressly recognises the 

rights of children as individuals, legislation and policy 

in Ireland will continue to fundamentally fail in 

respect to children and childhood.  

Since the Ryan Report in May 2009 

over 1,900 survivors of child sexual 

abuse have contacted One in Four for 

help.  Placing children's rights at the 

heart of the Irish Constitution will 

create a fitting monument to those 

who have suffered so greatly, and will 

help to protect future generations of 

from harm. 

In the wake of the Ryan Report, our 

Taoiseach said that the only proper 

response was to turn Ireland into a 

model for the rest of the world of how 

children should be treated. That starts 

with our Constitution, recognising that 

every child has the right to be 

protected, to be heard, to be educated 

and to have their rights and needs seen 

as fundamental by all in our society.  

ATD Fourth World believes that 

children’s rights, especially those of the 

most vulnerable, should be clearly 

stated in the Irish Constitution. We 

believe also that the rights of children 

living in persistent poverty shouldn’t be 

dissociated from the rights of their 

parents who often show, beyond their 

daily struggle, unstinting resilience and 

courage on their behalf.  

One Family continues to campaign 

for equality for all children in Ireland 

and for the recognition of families 

based on the quality of relationships 

within them rather than on their 

formal structure. One Family sees 

the passing of a children's rights 

referendum as a key step towards 

the achievement of these objectives.  

One Family believes that the 

inclusion of a specific article on 

children's rights in the Irish 

Constitution is vital to ensuring that 

children;s rights — be they the right 

to live free from poverty and 

material deprivation or the right 

to access effective and non 

stigmatizing family supports — are 

realised. 

We are very happy to support the UN 

Convention on the Rights of thr Child as the 

mechanism of state reporting, and the 

shadow report from NGOs has proved most 

effective in ensuring accountability by the 

state for providing basic services for 

children. One of our main concerns is the 

continuing ongoing lack of standards, and 

inspections of, residential and respite/foster 

care services for children with disabilities in 

Ireland. HiQA has produced draft standards 

for children’s services but as yet the DOHC 

has to approve. The Dead line given after the 

Ryan Report was December 2010. Watch this 

space!  

Focus Ireland supports the call for a referendum on children’s rights 

because we believe it is an important step towards building a society 

where the right of every child to a home, a good education and to grow-

up free from poverty can be achieved.  

Doras Luimni would like an emphasis to be put 

on children’s rights within the national 

framework because within migrant communities 

there are so many invisible people with no voice. 

In this instance we are particularly talking about 

children in the Direct Provision system and 

children who are being lost by the HSE and 

finding themselves in brothels or in enforced 

labour. Because of the irregular status, such 

children are being ignored by all the systems that 

are currently in place, or being envisaged, to 

protect children in Irish society. 
The Irish Foster Care Association has experienced too many 

situations where the voices of children are not  given 

credibility and respect in decision making regarding their 

future and where their social, emotional and educational 

needs are not adequately met. 

"Miss Carr's Children's Services supports the strengthening of Children's Rights in the Constitution because it 

gives them a voice in structures and systems of our State that impact on their lives. It is essential to ensuring 

the mistakes of the past are not repeated". 

Alliance Members’ Views 

Why is your organisation supportive of 

strengthening Children’s Rights in the Constitution?  



With 4 million members working in 81 countries, Mothers' Union 

is passionate about caring for families throughout the world. We 

believe, through the Alliance Members' unified strength, our 

Aims and Beliefs are upheld making Ireland a better place for 

Children. 

Annually approximately 250,000 children attend hospital. Their rights to 

have a parent/carer stay with them during this stressful time, and their 

right to have their opinions heard, are not protected. Strengthening 

these rights to appropriate support and to having their voice heard is 

essential for all sick children.  

The Ark is guided by the 

principle that all children have 

the right to the same cultural 

entitlements as adults. Quality 

cultural experiences enrich the 

lives of children through every 

stage of their development. 

The arts have an important 

contribution to make in the 

formation of children’s selves, 

in the encouragement of the 

imagination and in fuelling 

lifelong creativity.  

The proposed referendum offers 

the Irish Constitution the 

opportunity to serve as the 

framework for the formulation 

and implementation of national 

policy and legislation which serves 

to protect, develop and enshrine 

the rights of the child, as 

envisioned by the UNCRC. UNICEF 

Ireland sees the proposed 

referendum as a critical move 

towards the embedding of the 

principles of the UNCRC into Irish 

civil life and legislation, a 

movement towards which 

Ireland’s status as a signatory to 

the UNCRC surely aspires.  

“There is currently no constitutional recognition for our families. 

The need to strengthen children’s rights in the Constitution is 

summed up by one lone parent who asked – “If me and my son 

aren’t a family – then what are we?”  

Alcohol Action Ireland believes all children should have the right 

to grow up in families and communities where they are protected 

from the negative impact of alcohol on their happiness, health, 

development, safety and welfare. 

Children’s Rights Milestones since 

Ireland’s Ratification of the UNCRC  

1992:  The UN 

Convention on the Rights 

of the Child is adopted in 

1989 by the UN General 

Assembly.  Ireland ratifies 

the Convention in 1992.  

Ireland also ratified the 

Convention’s Optional 

Protocol on Armed 

Conflict in 2002 

1996:  The Child 

Care Act 1991 is 

fully commenced. It  

establishes a 

statutory duty on 

the State to 

promote the 

welfare of children 

not receiving 

adequate care and 

protection  

1996:  Ireland is 

examined by the UN 

Committee on the 

Rights of the Child 

for the first time.   A 

second examination 

took place in 2006.  

Much progress was 

made between  

examinations 

2000:  Ireland 

publishes the 

National Children’s 

Strategy. The ten-

year strategy is 

heavily influenced by 

the language of the 

Convention 

2001:  The National 

Children’s Advisory 

Council is appointed, to 

monitor implementation 

of the Strategy and advise 

the Minister for Children 

on all  aspects of 

children’s lives 

GLEN fully supports strengthening children’s rights in the 

Constitution. Children have a right to feel safe, supported and 

affirmed in all aspects of their life including their personal and 

family identity  

2004:  The Office of the 

Ombudsman for Children 

opens, with powers to 

address complaints from 

children and investigate 

state maladministration  

1996:  The Constitution 

Review Group recommends 

amending the Constitution 

to include express rights for 

children.  It followed the 

1993 Kilkenny Incest 

Inquiry which makes a case 

for such reform 

2009:  The Ryan 

Report 

Implementation Plan 

sets out 99 

commitments to 

address shortcomings  

in the care and child 

protection systems 

2001:  The Children Act 

2001 raises the age of 

criminal responsibility 

and radically reforms the 

youth justice system.  

2005:  The Office of 

the Minister for 

Children (now also 

Youth Affairs) is 

established bringing 

greater coherence to 

child policy 

development and 

service delivery.    

2010:  The Joint 

Committee on the 

Constitutional 

Amendment on Children  

proposes wording for a 

constitutional 

amendment 

2007:  An Taoiseach 

announces the 

Government’s intention 

to hold a children’s 

rights referendum 

2001:  The National 

Children’s Office is 

established to coordinate 

implementation of the 

National Children’s Strategy 

1999:  Publication of 

Children First: National 

Guidelines for the 

Protection and Welfare of 

Children.  Implementation 

of the Guidelines, 

however, remain 

voluntary and ad hoc 



A unique book by children is launched to 
mark the 21st anniversary of the UN 

Convention on the Rights of the Child 
A new book, Ding Dong, Right or Wrong? Children’s Rights, Needs and 

Visions for the Future, was launched on 18 November by Jillian van 

Turnhout, Chief Executive of the Children’s Rights Alliance.  The book is 

published by Alliance member organisation Kids’ Own Publishing 

Partnership.  The book is a collection of original thoughts, imaginative 

stories and colourful illustrations by children exploring their rights, needs 

and visions for the future.  One hundred and twenty five children from 

Sligo, Bundoran, Derry and Enniskillen worked together to create this 

unique publication.  Thirty five of these children travelled to the national 

launch in Dublin and presented the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, 

Barry Andrews, TD with a copy of their book.  

In the book, the children explore a range of themes, including the right to a home; the right to leisure, recreation and cultural activities; and 

the right to information.  Their words and drawings are powerful, for example, Sarah wrote “Every child should have a home.  A home is 

where your family lives and is where you are always welcome and important”.  Leah and Hannah wrote “Children need health care.  Lots 

of us break our bones, we slip, we jump, we fall over, we trip, we flip and crash.” While Shaua wrote “Kids need so many things, but the 

most important thing they need is love and hope.” 

Minister Barry Andrews, TD, told how he was honoured to be invited to the launch and congratulated Kids’ Own for bringing the book to 

fruition. He also promised no homework to any of the children who did not yawn during his speech!  Minister Andrews said the book was 

challenging, stimulating and very enjoyable and noted the great jokes written in it too! He also said “it shows us in many ways just how 

successful the UN Convention, signed 21 years ago this month, has been.  This book is about children themselves exploring in a creative way 

the subject of their own rights and those of their fellow young citizens across the 

globe.”  

On launching the book, Jillian van Turnhout said “This book provides a wonderful 

window into the world of children and how they understand their rights.  It is filled 

with hope and love but also tinged with fear and sadness.  It is a stark reminder to 

us all that we have a duty to uphold children’s rights and to ensure that children 

have all the tools they need to grow up safe, happy, educated and healthy.”  

The making of the book was built around a tour of the Kids’ Own Travelling Library, 

which aims to provide a space where children and young people can engage with 

books made by their peers and to take part in their own response activity or 

participate in book-making workshops, facilitated by Kids’ Own.  Orla Kenny, 

Creative Director, Kids’ Own Publishing Partnership spoke of how the theme of 

children’s rights was chosen as it 

has a relevance to the lives of the 

children taking part in the project 

and allows them to connect, with 

children across the globe through 

their shared rights.  Kids’ Own believe in the power of book-making to build strong readers, 

writers and thinkers and to develop the capacity within children to enable them to express 

themselves, articulate and interpret the world around them.  Today marks a huge 

achievement for the 125 children who worked together from both sides of the border.  It is a 

day to celebrate.”   

The children were the stars of the day dazzling the cameras with their excitement at seeing 

their published book for the first time.  After quizzing Minister Andrews on his job, they cut 

the 21st anniversary cake and headed home to Sligo, armed with their first published book.   

Ding Dong, Right or Wrong? Children’s Rights, Needs and Visions for the Future is on sale 

now at www.kidsown.ie  Cost €10.  All profits go to Kids Own projects.  
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Ding Dong, Right or Wrong?  

The Alliance newsletter is an in-house publication 

Jillian van Turnhout; Children's Rights Alliance; Barry 

Andrews, TD, Minister for Children and Youth Affairs; and 

Orla Kenny, Kids' Own Publishing Partnership.  Photo by 

Derek Speirs 

Children from Scoil Ursula and Gaelscoil Chnoc na 

Re in Sligo, with Barry Andrews, TD, Minister for 

Children and Youth Affairs and Jillian van Turnhout , 

Children's Rights Alliance.  Photo by Derek Speirs 

Launch of 'Ding Dong, Right or Wrong', a collection of stories and 

drawings by children, published by Kids’ Own Publishing Partnership. 

Photo by Derek Speirs 

 


