Joint Statement  - Universal Children’s Day  - 20 November 2007
FLAC (Free Legal Advice Centres), working for equal access to justice for all
The Children’s Rights Alliance, working to secure the rights and needs of children in Ireland
The Vincentian Refugee Centre, working with those seeking asylum, refugees and people with permission to remain in the State

Barnardos, working to support children under threat and campaign for children’s rights in Ireland

Migrant Rights Centre of Ireland (MRCI), working for the human rights of migrant workers and their families

OPEN, representing lone parent groups in Ireland

The Immigrant Council of Ireland (ICI), who work to promote the rights of immigrants through information, advocacy and awareness

Irish Refugee Council (IRC), working to pursue fair, consistent and transparent policies and to promote informed public attitudes in relation to people seeking refuge.

Jointly wish to call on the Irish government to restore Child Benefit as a Universal Benefit.

The number of children affected is relatively small and is estimated by FLAC through its research at less than 3,000 children. The majority are the children of asylum seekers or others seeking protection or humanitarian leave to remain in Ireland.  The difficulty is that migration policy overrides everything else, including children’s rights and poverty reduction. The cost of paying Child Benefit to all the children affected would be less than €6 million per annum.

The effects of denying Child Benefit to these children are very visible and immediate. Parents cannot meet children’s most basic requirements. These include suitable food and dietary supplements. Everyday items such as over-the-counter medicines and simple playthings are often way beyond the means of these parents.  In addition, children’s schooling is affected. Many parents simply cannot find the voluntary contributions so regularly requested by schools, and cannot even afford the books or extra curricular activities that are so essential for the integration and development of their children.

Child Benefit has always been seen by the State as a plank to remove children from poverty, a policy repeated in the current National Children’s Strategy and in the Social Partnership document “Towards 2016”. By imposing the Habitual Residence Condition on Child Benefit, the State is ignoring its own long term and strategic policies. It is particularly unfair in circumstances where the children’s parents can do nothing but wait for the State to decide on their status. Many parents wait years for these decisions.

In 1992, Ireland ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, under which the State agreed to protect and respect the rights of all children “within their jurisdiction without discrimination of any kind” including any prejudice based on their parents’ status.  Furthermore Article 3 expressly states that in “all actions concerning children, whether undertaken by public or private social welfare institutions, courts of law, administrative authorities or legislative bodies, the best interests of the child shall be a primary consideration”.  In addition the right of every child to “benefit from social security” is protected under Article 26.  
We hereby ask the Government to take the best interests of children into account in all their policies, including their migration policies.  We believe that the current migration policy which excludes the children of those living in Direct Provision is unfair, is contrary to the State’s own policies for children and for the reduction of child poverty and is contrary to human rights law. That law requires all children to be treated without discrimination regardless of the status of their parents.

In today’s Ireland it is shameful that children are being driven into such poverty by a migration led policy which takes no account of the rights and needs of children
Signed:

Noeline Blackwell, 

FLAC Director General 

Jillian van Turnhout, 
Chief Executive of the Children’s Rights Alliance
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Administrator of the Vincentian Refugee Centre
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Director of the Migrant Rights Centre of Ireland
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Chief Executive of OPEN
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Chief Executive Officer of the Immigrant Council of Ireland
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Chief Executive Officer of the Irish Refugee Council
