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Founded in 1995, the Children’s Rights Alliance unites over 140 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 in Ireland by making sure that their
rights are respected and protected in our laws, policies and services.
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1. Introduction

The Children’s Rights Alliance unites over 100 organisations working together to make Ireland one
of the best places in the world to be a child. We change the lives of all children in Ireland by
making sure that their rights are respected and protected in our laws, policies and services. We
identify problems for children. We develop solutions. We educate and provide information and
legal advice on children's rights.

The Children’s Rights Alliance welcomes the opportunity to make a written submission to the
Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth on the new action plan for youth
services.

2. Access to Youth Services

Ireland has among the highest levels of young person involvement in youth organisations in the
European Union, 20 per cent higher than the EU average.! Despite high levels of involvement,
barriers to access and inclusion persist in the youth service space.

Certain cohorts of young people are routinely underrepresented, not catered to, or face
impediments to inclusion. An estimated 380,000 young people are involved in youth work
organisations annually,? of that number 53 per cent come from economically or socially
disadvantaged communities.? Young people from the LGBT community, young people in care, young
people from ethnic minorities, and young asylum seekers and Ukrainian refugees can face additional
hurdles in accessing youth services. Based in local communities, youth services facilitate unique
engagements with young people outside of formal education and family structures.* Youth services
provide an environment for social cohesion and integration of different groups in society. By offering
solutions and opportunities to the issues facing young people through targeted interventions, the
provision of advice, support, and developmental programmes, youth services are an important third
space for young people. The provision of a mixture of universal services and targeted interventions
for those who need them can act as a panacea to access and inclusion issues. It is important to foster
inclusive practice across the board and engaging marginalised young people in universal youth work
is critical in order to avoid siloing and the risk of further entrenching stigma.

The Bonn Declaration under the German presidency of the EU and the Council of Europe proposed
the principle of a basic youth work offering for all young people all over Europe.> Universal youth
work has been associated with positive outcomes across relationships and connection, personal
development and growth, civic values and behaviour, health and well-being, and education, career
and hard skills.® An emergent theme in youth work policy and practice is that of integration and
interculturalism.” A 2017 report examining the views of minority ethnic young people in Ireland on
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3 Assessment of the Economic Value of Youth Work by Indecon Economic Consultants (November 2012) 49.
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3rd EYWC final Declaration.pdf (bonn-process.net).

6 Brady, B., Silke, C., and Shaw, A. (2022) A Rapid Review of the benefits and Outcomes of Universal Youth
Work. Galway: UNESCO Child and Family Research Centre, University of Galway at 47.
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the role of youth work in their lives found engagement predominantly took place in mainstream
groups.® For this cohort, involvement in mainstream youth services played an important role in
integration and provided a ‘normalising” experience by participating in the wider community around
a common interest.® Ukrainian refugees could benefit from targeted funding to support participation
in such mainstream services to enable integration into communities in the longer term. As part of
this funding, education and outreach in the community could be provided as to the needs and
experiences of refugees and asylum seekers to build community capacity to support integration. In
line with the Council of Europe’s Youth Sector Strategy 2030 priority to extend access to youth
services to benefit a wider population of young people,’° a greater focus on universal youth services
should be prioritised in the new action plan for youth services.

One of the eleven European Youth Goals under the EU Youth Strategy 2019 — 2027 is to ‘move rural
youth forward.’'? Geographical location can act as a further barrier to access and inclusion with
service provision in rural areas being more patchy or untenable in certain areas. In this regard, digital
and hybrid youth work options can provide a solution. The EU Youth Strategy encourages Member
States to incorporate digital youth work into youth workers’ training and competence standards and
to use ‘technological and pedagogical practices to increase access.’*? Fordige ‘GoVirtual’ programme,
which encompasses a virtual reality programme ‘which engages young people in youth work in
immersive online spaces’®® as well as online clubs and e-mentoring provides a best practice model.
The GoVirtual programme reaches and has the potential to reach cohorts of young people for
example those on the Aran Islands, children in hospital, and young carers who would not otherwise
have access to youth services, increasing access nationally in line with the EU Youth Strategy
recommendation to reach out to all young people, in particular those with fewer opportunities.*
Such programmes have the capacity to reach young people who face other challenges in
participation also including social anxiety, disability, chronic ill health, young people in residential
settings such as care, long-term hospital stays and international protection accommodation settings.
Funding for capacity building in digital youth work and training is required in the new action plan to
roll out similar programmes nationwide

Key Recommendations

e Afocus on universal service provision with a mix of targeted measures where necessary to
extend access to youth services to benefit a wider population of young people in line with
the Council of Europe’s Youth Sector Strategy 2030.

e Increase funding for evidence and capacity building in digital and hybrid youth work options,
in turn increasing access in rural areas in line with the EU Youth Strategy 2019 — 2027.

e Targeted budget for Ukrainian and refugee youth services to facilitate integration and
understanding in local communities, and a feeling of belongingness.

8 Walsh, A. (2017) Make Minority a Priority: A Research Report on Insights from Minority Ethnic Young People
in Ireland. Dublin: National Youth Council of Ireland.
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European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of Regions, Engaging, Connecting and
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3. Quality in Youth Services

At European level, the EU Youth Strategy 2019-2027 refers to the development and dissemination of
toolkits for quality youth work,'®> however these are intended to act as starting points rather than
fully adaptable templates.'® A number of different mechanisms support quality youth work including:
organisational, self and peer assessment, reflective practice, quality dialogue and feedback. ¥’ We
hear from our members that diversity and choice of provision in the sector is hugely positive and
important, and is a key indicator of quality youth service provision. Members have emphasised to us
that there are various ways to achieve great youth outcomes and that it is essential to protect
against a homogenous youth service that will not be able to respond as effectively to the needs of
different cohorts of young people.

The youth work sector in Ireland has undergone a number of key reforms in recent years with
regards to management and governance.'® Through the introduction of the National Quality
Standards Framework for Youth Work (NQSF) in 2010, youth organisations were given a metric to
assess their practice and evidence their outcomes through data.'® Poor data and the variation in
metrics and measurability across the sector were identified as barriers to evaluating the impact of
youth work by the then Department of Children and Youth Affairs’ 2014 value for money review.?°
Greater funding and support is needed to enable organisations to conduct research and evaluation
of their work, as well as an adjustment to the framework for measuring impact and outcomes to
focus more heavily on qualitative data. Youth work is unique in that its impacts are individual rather
than figure driven and adjusting the metric of analysis could reflect better such impacts.

High quality services are young person centred, foster equality and diversity, and promote and
champion youth participation. Our members have highlighted that high quality provision is enabled
through funding opportunities for continuing professional development (CPD) enhancement so that
youth workers can continue to meet new and emerging needs of young people, and multi-annual
funding to support work planning and staff retention. Many universal services are run by trained
volunteers, and volunteer youth services have been shown to be particularly active in supporting
young people from disadvantaged groups.? The unique and essential role of volunteers in the youth
work sector should be acknowledged and supported in the new action plan.

Key Recommendations

e Support greater diversity of services through targeted supports and funding to recognise,
commit to and maintain the value of a diversity of provision across the sector and protect
the principle of choice for young people. To facilitate this the Action Plan should recognise
and name the extensive variety of what comes under the banner of ‘youth services.’

e Increase funding and support to enable youth services to conduct research and evaluation
into their work, and an adjustment of the NQSF to focus more on qualitative data to reflect
the true impact of the sector.

e Create multi-annual funding streams to support work planning and staff retention.

5 ibid.

16 0’Donovan, J. (2020) Promoting Quality in Youth Work Practice in Europe European Commission — Council of
Europe Youth Partnership at 34.

7 Brady, B., Silke, C., and Shaw, A. (2022) A Rapid Review of the benefits and Outcomes of Universal Youth
Work. Galway: UNESCO Child and Family Research Centre, University of Galway at 18.

18 ibid.
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21 Children’s Rights Alliance, Child Poverty Monitor 2023 at 146.



e Greater funding opportunities for CPD enhancement so that youth workers can continue to
meet new and emerging needs of young people.

4. Collaboration and Co-operation in the Youth Sector

Young people have the right to express their views freely in matters affecting them under Article 12
of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC).?2 Young people are fundamental actors
within the youth work space and should be fully enabled to co-produce and inform national
strategies and action plans. Collaboration in this way encourages child centred policy and
engagement as well as upholding the participatory rights of young people under Article 12 of the
UNCRC.? From our consultation with members it is evident that there are great opportunities for
enhanced collaboration and co-operation in the sector between services, and between services and
government departments as well as many examples of best practice to draw from including: the
Rainbow Awards, the National Participation Office within the Department of Children, Equality,
Disability, Integration and Youth (DCEDIY), Peace and Reconciliation programmes, and meitheal style
approaches adopted by Jigsaw and Pieta House.

Several core barriers to collaboration between service providers and between service providers and
DCEDIY have been emphasised by our members. Members drew attention to issues of competition
for funding and this process becoming more territorial in turn decreasing collaboration, staff
burnout and retention, and protectiveness over IP brought on by competition for funding as
inhibitors of collaboration. Partnerships and collaborations are most effective when they are
strategic.

There are additional barriers to collaboration for smaller organisations that may be struggling to
meet basic costs of running their services. A considered model of coordination and incentivised
collaboration in the sector, and between the Department and the sector, developed with youth work
services could lead to shared facilities and resources, improve access to funding, in turn generating
greater collaboration. Such a model recognises the complementarity of different approaches and the
value of diversity in the sector.

Good collaboration requires capacity, knowledge, and a strong evidence base. Our members have
highlighted that research and collaboration in this area is often carried out by individual
organisations on an ad hoc basis and is lacking a whole of sector approach. A sector wide approach
to building an evidence base and capacity to support collaboration is necessary to increase
innovation in the area.

Key Recommendations

e Enhanced inter-departmental coordination, and collaboration by DCEDIY and other funders
in the sector to promote a greater understanding of youth work practice across government
and the cross pollination of ideas.

e A considered model of coordination and incentivised collaboration supported by funding for
partnership development to enable a collaborative rather than a highly territorial
environment.

e Promote and support a whole of sector approach to research and collaboration through
leadership and capacity building to enable a better research and evaluation environment
driving evidence-based results and funding models.

22 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, A/RES/44/25 (20 November 1989), Article 12.
2 jbid.



4. Strengthening the role of Youth Services in supporting young
people’s rights
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The Council of Europe’s Youth Strategy 2030 refers to the need for youth work policy and practice to
attend to the ‘trilogy of rights, knowledge, and participation.’?* Young people’s access to rights is one
of the key thematic priorities of the Council of Europe’s Youth Strategy with special emphasis placed
on ‘increasing capacity building and resources for youth organisations to provide human rights
education and advocate access to rights’®® and ‘improving institutional responses to emerging issues
affecting young people’s rights and their transition to adulthood.’?® Youth services are ideally placed
to support young people in promoting and understanding their rights and form safe environments
for the realisation of young people’s participatory rights under Article 12 of the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC)?” and the right to engage in play and leisure activities
under Article 31 UNCRC.? There is strong evidence that involvement in universal youth services
increases youth civic engagement and volunteering as well as having positive outcomes related to
equality and diversity.?® Studies demonstrate that as a result of youth work participation, young
people are exposed to people from different backgrounds and cultures which improves their
awareness of issues related to quality and diversity and increased cultural competency.*® A key
enabler of organisations that promote human rights and equality is training staff in human rights
based approaches. Funding and supporting further human rights-based education in youth work
practice could strengthen the role youth organisations play in promoting young people’s rights and
ensure consistency of practice nationally.

With the ratification of the UNCRC in 1992, Ireland committed to ensuring the voices of young
people are heard and given due weight in matters that affect them. At a national level, government
policy since 2000 has been transformative in promoting, protecting, and fulfilling this right from the
establishment of Comhairle na nOg, wide ranging consultation with young people on policy matters,
to the more recent addition of the National Participation Office within DCEDIY. The Department is a
key enabler and collaborator in this space with youth services. Against this backdrop of positive
reform and innovation, the mutually reinforcing actions of the government and youth services could
be strengthened through increased collaboration drawing on the experience of youth work
organisations to embed best practice into policy and encourage cross sectoral understanding and
engagement. Recognising the crucial role youth services play in facilitating consultation with young
people, increased funding and capacity support could enable greater participation and outcomes.

Key Recommendations

e Support and fund human rights-based education and training in youth work practice in order
to strengthen the role youth organisations play in promoting young people’s rights and
ensure consistency of practice nationally.

24 Council of Europe, Youth Sector Strategy 2030 — Engaging young people with the Council of Europe’s values,
at 28.

% ibid at 14.

% ibid.

27 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, A/RES/44/25 (20 November 1989), Article 12.

28 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, A/RES/44/25 (20 November 1989), Article 31.

2% Brady, B., Silke, C., and Shaw, A. (2022) A Rapid Review of the benefits and Outcomes of Universal Youth
Work. Galway: UNESCO Child and Family Research Centre, University of Galway at 54.

30 ibid.



e Continue to actively collaborate through regular consultations with young people and the
youth sector on policy development in the child participation space to encourage cross
sectoral understanding and engagement.

e Increase funding support for capacity for youth services to attend consultations and organise
youth consultations.

5. Ensuring Sustainable and Effective Youth Services
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Goal 3 of the EU Youth Strategy 2019 — 2027 is to ‘enable and ensure the inclusion of all young
people in society.”! In order to achieve this, the EU have specified targets including providing more
spaces to foster social cohesion and combat discrimination as well as ensuring all marginalised
young people have equal access to non-formal learning environments.3? Youth services have the
potential to foster peaceful and inclusive societies. An investment in youth services is an investment
in social cohesion. Youth work has a demonstrated impact on young people’s civic values and
behaviour, increasing critical consciousness of social issues, understanding of equality and diversity,
promoting civic engagement and leadership as well as social responsibility values, and fostering
community connectedness.?® In a time of political fragmentation characterised by social unrest and
far right sentiment, investment in youth services is more critical than ever before.

Investment in youth services decreased by 31.8 per cent from €73.1m in 2008 to €49.8m in 2014.3
Over the course of the last three Budgets incremental increases have been allocated to youth work
services and funding now stands just below that of over ten years ago.3> At the same time, the youth
population is expanding significantly along with rising levels of inflation for service providers. In
order to ensure effective and sustainable youth services and to expand the reach of universal
programmes to all young people, predictable and secure funding streams that meet demand are
required.

In order to facilitate the effective allocation of funding, our consultation with members emphasised
the importance of conducting an independent review of the sector to inform a data driven approach.
Such a review could uncover the level of unmet need and pressure points in the system so as to
enable the future proofing of the sector. Crucial to this is ensuring that it does not create a more
burdensome reporting and compliance environment for organisations without further core capacity
to address it. The response of youth services to the Covid-19 pandemic demonstrated the agility and
innovation in the sector. Services maintained provision to some of the most marginalised groups
despite facing major challenges. The most fundamental resource of the youth sector is its dedicated
and passionate workforce. However, our members have highlighted that without adequate
workforce planning and scoping of the youth work sector, they will not be able to sustain services
into the future. Data collection around staff attrition rates from the sector and the creation of a
workforce development plan in collaboration with the sector are essential to ensuring a sustained
and effective youth services. Additionally, protecting volunteer-led universal youth work services is
of crucial importance to our members and in this vein the new Action Plan should seek to uphold
and champion volunteer-led youth work.

31 Council of the European Union, The European Union Youth Strategy 2019 — 2027 (2018/C456/01) C 456/12.
32 ibid.

33 Brady, B., Silke, C., and Shaw, A. (2022) A Rapid Review of the benefits and Outcomes of Universal Youth
Work. Galway: UNESCO Child and Family Research Centre, University of Galway at 55.

34 NYCI, Budget 2022 “Progress on Youth Work but Youth Issues ignored again” (NYCI 2022).

35 Children’s Rights Alliance, Child Poverty Monitor 2023 at 147.



Key Recommendations

e Predictable and secure funding streams that meet demand.

e Conduct an independent review of the sector to inform a data driven approach. Caution
should be exercised so that more burdensome reporting requirements are not created
without further core capacity to address it.

e Collect data to understand staff attrition rates and work with the sector to create a
workforce development plan.

e Uphold and champion volunteer-led universal youth work in the new Action Plan.



