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A number of Islamic radicals,
including the recently cap-
tured Irish passport holder Al-
exandr Bekmirzaev, dis-
cussed their dream of living
under Sharia law while camp-
ing in the Wicklow moun-
tains, according to a former
Isis sympathiser.

The friend of Bekmirzaev,
who is being held in Syria
where he was allegedly fight-
ing for Isis, has told The Irish
Times they went to the Wick-
low mountains as “it was an
opportunity to walk in an
open space where you could
talk about anything and no
one was listening”.

The man, who does not
want to be identified for safe-
ty reasons, still lives in Ire-
land. He has shown The Irish
Times an extended What-
sApp conversation the two
men had between October
26th and December 27th of
last year. Bekmirzaev (45)
who it is believed came here
from Belarus in the early
2000s and became an Irish cit-

izen in February 2010, was
captured by Kurdish forces in
Syria on December 30th.
While in Ireland he was put
on a Garda watchlist. The Gar-
da says this happened after he
was granted citizenship.

Sharialaw
He camped in the Wicklow
mountains in August 2010
with other Islamic radicals, ac-
cording to the friend. Four
sympathisers took part in the
camp so that they could talk
about their dream of living un-
der Sharia law, the man said.
Nine or 10 took part in anoth-
er camp some months later.

“It wasn’t a training camp.
It was an opportunity to walk
in an open space where you
could talk about anything and
no one was listening.”

In the WhatsApp exchange
late last year Bekmirzaev de-
scribes an increasingly des-
perate situation as hostile
forces close in on one of the
last pockets of Isis-controlled
territory and he fears he will
be shot by Isis if he tries to es-
cape. The former Isis sympa-
thiser said he did not think
that “anything like gun train-
ing ever happened in Ire-
land”. There were, he be-
lieved, “still a few” Isis sympa-
thisers in Ireland, but he had
never heard of Ireland being
discussed as a target.

“They were all terrorists
but they were decent people
in normal life,” said the man.
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The woman who was refused a
termination after a complex
anomaly was diagnosed was in-
formed in writing medics were
“not of the reasonable opinion”
the foetus would die before or
within 28 days of birth.

The Dublin woman, who in-
tends to travel to England for
an abortion, is adamant she and
her partner were told verbally
during a scan on January 10th
by two obstetricians at the
Coombe hospital her foetus
had a fatal abnormality.

This week in a letter to the
woman, in which the word “fa-
tal” is not mentioned, the hospi-
tal states: “As you are aware,
your foetus has been diagnosed
with a complex foetal anomaly.

“Following your attendance
at the hospital, and specifically
your examination on January
10th, 2019, despite the complex
foetal anomaly, we are not of
the reasonable opinion formed
in good faith that there is pre-
sent a condition affecting the
foetus that is likely to lead to the
death of the foetus either be-
fore or within 28 days of, birth,
as per the Health (Regulation
of Termination of Pregnancy)

Act 2018, Section 11 (condition
likely to lead to death of foetus).

“We wish to confirm that in
accordance with the draft guide-
lines, a multidisciplinary meet-
ing was convened on January
16th to consider the full infor-
mation available in relation to
the condition affecting the foe-
tus, including all scans, and the
conclusion was consistent with
the opinion we had formed that
the criteria to certify a termina-
tion of pregnancy at this point
were not fulfilled.”

Applyforareview
The recommendation of the
multidisciplinary team was that
there would be a full re-evalua-
tion of the clinical condition af-
fecting the foetus in four weeks’
time, the letter said, adding
that the couple could apply for a
review to the HSE.

The letter was dated January
17th, the day the case was raised
in the Dáil by Solidarity TD
Ruth Coppinger and People Be-
fore Profit deputy Bríd Smith.
Ms Coppinger suggested the
hospital board had overruled
two consultants – a claim later
denied by the hospital. The let-
ter concludes with an acknowl-
edgment that the woman is in a
difficult situation and offers as-

surances of continued support
and care. It said all options avail-
able to the woman would be dis-
cussed, “including the option to
travel overseas”.

The woman and her partner
dispute the hospital’s account,
however. Speaking to The Irish
Times, she said: “They said the
baby would not survive. They
used the words ‘fatal foetal ab-
normality’. They did not mince
their words. They told us it
would have to go to a board and
they would certify it as a fatal
foetal abnormality. They dis-
cussed a termination with us
and said they would set up the
appointment after their meet-
ing and how they would induce
a miscarriage.”

The hospital would not com-
ment on the couple’s account,
saying it would not discuss indi-
vidual cases. “In the interests of

clarity, regarding section 11 of
the Health (Regulation of Ter-
mination of Pregnancy) Act
2018, the Coombe Women and
Infants University Hospital is
providing abortion services, in
accordance with the criteria set
out in the legislation,” the hospi-
tal said in a statement.

“In relation to the implemen-
tation of a full abortion service,
the hospital is finalising its prep-
arations to introduce this ser-
vice in the very near future.”

Legislativerestrictions
A diagnostic report on the wom-
an’s January 10th scan says of
the foetus: “There is a large ex-
omphalos, the heart is low and
anterior in the thorax. The blad-
der is not visible in the pelvis,
the limbs are abnormally posi-
tioned”.

The report says the findings
are consistent with OEIS, a com-
plex combination of defects.
“The findings have been ex-
plained to the couple and they
are requesting termination of
pregnancy. Explained need for
MDT [multidisciplinary team]
discussion for consensus.”

Guidelines from the Institute
of Obstetricians and Gynaecolo-
gists released yesterday state
that for some women termina-
tion of pregnancy in Ireland
“may still not be an option”.

“This may be for complex rea-
sons including legislative re-
strictions in Ireland for non-fa-
tal but major foetal anomalies,
the need to travel to another
country for treatment, finan-
cial or social considerations, as
well as to access specific medi-
cal procedures.”
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W
hen the first Dáil met in
Dublin on January 21st,
1919, it was the most
representative democrat-
ic assembly ever to have
met in Ireland. On that

first day, it passed a document called the
Democratic Programme, a pithy state-
ment about what the republic it had just
declared would look like.

Remarkably, it did something very rare
for its time: it placed children at the heart
of the way the new state was supposed to
imagine itself. Not the rhetorical “chil-
dren of the nation” of the 1916 Proclama-
tion but real, ordinary kids. It said that
children would be the priority. And it set
down a set of criteria by which the repub-
lic would wish itself to be judged.

Those criteria are the things that a child
needs in order to grow up with security
and dignity.

The words that made this radical
statement of national purpose are few and
plain:

“It shall be the first duty of the Govern-
ment of the Republic to make provision for
the physical, mental and spiritual well-be-
ing of the children, to secure that no child
shall suffer hunger or cold from lack of
food, clothing, or shelter, but that all shall
be provided with the means and facilities
requisite for their proper education and
training as Citizens of a Free and Gaelic
Ireland.”

No flourishes, no evasions, no ambigui-
ties, no escape clauses. Here was a clear
and bold promise – if we do nothing else,
this is what will make our struggle worth-
while and justify our independence.

These 68 words are not utopian. They
do not imagine a free Irish future in which
every child is always happy. They contain
an idea of freedom that is partly negative,
defining what a child must be free from in
order to have a decent life. They are about
a minimum, not a maximum – they set
down the basic requirements without
which it is not possible for a child to grown
up as the citizen of a republic. But with
their remarkable clarity and concision,
they serve as a five-part pact.

Fivepromises
If we unpack the words a little, we find five
promises to the children of Ireland. The
first is about wellbeing – the physical,
mental and spiritual health of the child
will be the republic’s first duty.

The second is about hunger: no child
will lack adequate food.

The third is about shelter: no child will
be homeless.

The fourth is about education: every
child will have the education he or she
needs to grow up as a dignified member of
a free republic.

And the fifth is contained in that
remarkable choice to address children as

“citizens”. Not future citizens, not materi-
al to be moulded, not building blocks for
an Ireland under construction, but
citizens: full members of Irish society here
and now. The implicit promise is that
children will be seen and heard, that their
needs will matter at least as much as the
needs of those who have votes.

On Monday, January 21st, 2019, we
mark the centenary of this remarkable
document in which Irish people should
take such pride. Yet it is probable that
most Irish people have barely heard of it.
It has never been delivered to schools by
members of the defence forces or hung on
classroom walls.

And it is not hard to understand why.
Instead of being our calling card as a
nation, it is our bad conscience. We
cannot think of the history of our republic
without thinking about “illegitimate”
children born in shame and buried in
unmarked graves, children imprisoned in
horrific industrial schools, children
unwanted and unheeded.

Nor can we say that these abuses are in
the past. The five promises the republic
made to children have still not been kept.

We therefore face a moment of truth.
The commemorations almost three years
ago of the 1916 Rising were a success
because they were not simply an excuse
for unthinking national pride. They meant
something because, as citizens, we took
the opportunity to think about what Irish
independence means and what it ought to
mean.

There was to some extent a taking-back
of that powerful word “republic”, not as a
form of self-assertion but as an invitation
to reflect on our failures as well as our
successes, to explore our shame as well as
our pride.

The commemoration of the Democratic
Programme is a chance to take those
reflections into a different realm, to do
things that would give the republic some
flesh.

We can do that by saying that 100 years

of broken promises to children is long
enough. If we really want to renew the
republic, we need to go back to the
contract it entered into at its birth but
never honoured. The first Dáil was quite
right to think that the government of the
republic should be judged first by the way
it treats children. A century on, that
judgment must be harsh – unless we go
back to the five promises and start fulfill-
ing them.

But they can be fulfilled. Ireland is a
vastly wealthier society than the members
of the first Dáil – even the wildest utopians
among them – ever dreamed possible.
Even in 1919 they were not fools to think
that a decent society can give all of its
children the five basic things they need in
order to grow up properly. In 2019 we
would be fools to think otherwise.

We know, moreover, things that even
the most thoughtful members of the first
Dáil did not: just how much the early years
(even the early months) shape a child’s
chances in life.

One of the most terrifying and yet most
hopeful developments of our time is the
huge leap in understanding the develop-
ment of the child’s brain and personality.
We know that stress and distress in the
early years can haunt the rest of a person’s
life.

But we also know that good early-years
care pay astonishing dividends for every
individual. And because they give children
resilience and confidence and the capacity
to flourish, they also pay extraordinary
dividends to society, vastly reducing the
potential social and economic costs of
crime, physical and mental illness and
inadequate education.

This greater understanding of early
childhood is scary because it tells us what
can go wrong: damage in childhood is very
hard to reverse.

But it is also a cause for great optimism.
Good policies and basic provisions work.
There is a vast body of evidence from
around the world that coherent, consist-
ent, evidence-based policies really can
transform the lives of children – and
therefore make the society they will
inherit a much better place.

Some of those policies have been
successfully implemented in Ireland, but
they have not been implemented coherent-
ly or consistently. Progress can be thrown
into dramatic reverse: Ireland managed
the terrible feat of almost doubling
consistent child poverty in the austerity
years. Contrary to the promises of the
Democratic Programme, there was no
sense that protecting children was “the
first duty” in tough times.

Let’s begin with the most basic of those
promises: on hunger and shelter. The
Democratic Programme is quite blunt
about these: “no child” should be hungry
or lack shelter. Why? Because food and a
home are not commodities. They are
physical necessities, especially for chil-
dren who need good nutrition if they are
to grow physically and a stable home if
they are to feel safe enough to grow
mentally.

And yet, we have never been able to say
that “no child” is hungry or homeless in
our republic.

One in five children in Ireland goes to
school or to bed hungry because there is
not enough food in the house. Agencies
that provide services for children suffer-
ing deprivation report patterns of young

children smuggling food home with them
at weekends because they knew there
would not be enough to eat.

Yet there has never been a coherent
national strategy on, for example, the
provision of school meals – some schools
in deprived areas have excellent breakfast
clubs and meal services; some have none.

The key issue is not a lack of food in
Ireland – it is a lack of political will and
organisational focus. In 2016 the body that
did most work on the issue and developed
successful pilot programmes, Healthy
Food for All, was wound up “due to a lack
of sustainable funding”.

It left a programme of concrete actions
that could be implemented – if the repub-
lic cared enough about the scandal of
hungry children.

Shockingrealities
For some years child homelessness has
been at crisis levels. Focus Ireland has said
that a child is becoming homeless in
Ireland every five hours. In January 2015
there were 865 children living in emergen-
cy accommodation, a number that seemed
shocking at the time. Two years later the
number was 2,400. By July 2018 there
were 3,867 homeless children in Ireland.

The effects of living in one room in a
hotel or B&B are enormously disruptive
for children who struggle to have a normal
family life, to play, to do homework, to
maintain relationships with friends and to
attend the school they are used to.

In addition, thousands of children have
grown up in the direct provision system
for asylum seekers, in conditions widely
acknowledged to be drastically unsuitable
for their needs.

There were more than 1,700 children in
the system in September 2018. These
abuses are choices: they happen precisely
because preventing them is not a “first
duty” of government.

When it comes to the third promise, to
protect and promote the physical, mental
and spiritual wellbeing of children, we
know that Ireland is capable of providing
excellent care and services. It just can’t do
it consistently or equally.

Mortality rates for Traveller children

are 3.6 times higher than for the general
population. The shocking reality is that it
is possible to tell the socio-economic
status of Irish infants just by looking them:
the children from poor families are
physically different.

By the age of three, according to the
study Growing Up in Ireland, “Children
from less advantaged households are
shorter on average than those from
professional and managerial households
and remain so at all ages.”

Inequality is written on the body.
Health services specifically for children

are often patchy and inadequate. The saga
of the National Children’s Hospital is a
sorry one. Ireland still sends children to
adult mental hospitals, a practice long
since accepted as repugnant to civilised
standards. Children and teens often have
to wait up to 12 months for an appoint-
ment with a mental health professional.
As of August 2018 there were 2,453
children and young adults waiting for the
HSE to provide them with an appoint-
ment, including more than 300 who were
waiting longer than 12 months.

The same pattern is evident in the
failure to keep the promise that every
child would have access to the best
possible education. Ireland is one of the
few developed countries that does not
have fully free primary education. Quality
control in early childhood education and
in child-minding is still deeply inadequate.
(Fewer than 200 of about 19,000 child-
minders are even registered with Tusla.)

Religious discrimination is still institu-
tionalised in the education system. More
than 15,000 children are waiting for an
assessment for speech and language
difficulties, let alone for treatment. A child
is three times more likely to go on to
higher education if its parents have higher
education than if those parents have not
completed secondary level education.

The failures in these four areas are
underwritten by the failure of the fifth
promise: children do not have enough of a
voice as citizens. Real progress has been
made (with the establishment of the
Ombudsman for Children and the inser-
tion of the children’s rights amendment to
the Constitution).

But the needs and rights of children are
not only not the “first duty” of govern-
ment, they are still marginal considera-
tions for the political system. There is
plenty of goodwill and shelves full of
policies and proposals.

In most cases, what needs to be done is
obvious. In many cases – such as the
development of area-based early-child-
hood taskforces – pilot projects have
superb results but, instead of being turned
into mainstream efforts, they are simply
dropped.

This can change. The political system
does not prioritise children because the
public in general doesn’t do so either.
Pessimism is often used as an excuse – the
belief that nothing can be done relieves
the burden of having to do anything.

This journalistic initiative – a series of
Irish Times articles and online reports
providing a sustained focus on child
welfare in 2019 – is about turning that
pessimism into a sober but tangible
optimism.

The promises made almost a century
ago can be kept, and in keeping them,
Ireland can rediscover the meaning of a
republic.
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Poverty?InIreland?Surelywedon’t
havethathere?Imean,everyonehas
enoughtoeatandaplacetolive.
First of all, no, not everyone in Ireland
has enough to eat or a place to live. But
importantly, poverty is far more com-
plex than inadequate food and shelter.
It is also about resources, access to ser-
vices and participating in society.

The Government definition in the
1997 National Anti-Poverty Strategy,
still stands: “People are living in pover-
ty if their income and resources (materi-
al, cultural and social) are so inade-
quate as to preclude them from having
a standard of living which is acceptable
by Irish society generally. As a result of
inadequate income and resources peo-
ple may be excluded and marginalised
from activities considered the norm for
other people in society.”

Okay.Howmanypeople,especially
children,areinpoverty?
It depends how it is being measured.
There are three levels: to be “at risk” of
poverty or in “relative poverty”; to expe-
rience “material deprivation”; and to be
in “consistent poverty”.

Anyone in a household with an in-
come less than 60 per cent of the medi-
an income is relatively poor and at risk
of poverty. In 2017, when this meant liv-
ing on less than ¤12,521 a year, 15.7 per
cent of the population were in this cate-
gory, but 18.4 per cent of children.
Homes with children headed by single
parents were at greatest risk, with 39.9
per cent in this kind of poverty com-
pared with 9.4 per cent households
with two parents.

Sohowdoesrelativepovertydiffer
frommaterialdeprivation?
Experiencing material deprivation
means going without two of 11 indica-
tors each month, including replacing
worn-out household goods, two pairs of
strong shoes, a warm coat, adequate
heating, and having friends or family
over for a drink or food.

In 2017 some 18.8 per cent of people,
but 23 per cent of children, were in this
type of poverty. Some 44.5 per cent of
single parent households were in this
category, compared with 15.8 per cent
of two-parent homes.

Andconsistentpoverty?
The harshest poverty is “consistent”
poverty, when a person is both “relative-
ly” poor and materially deprived. This
affected 6.7 per cent of people in 2017
but 8.8 per cent of children. Some 20.7
per cent of single-parents homes were
in consistent poverty, compared with
3.9 per cent of two-parent.

Other children most likely to be in
poverty are households headed by Trav-
ellers, immigrants, asylum seekers, a
person with a disability and in particu-
larly deprived urban and rural areas.

Butwon’tthepooralwaysbewithus,
andisn’tpovertydowntothechoices
poorpeoplemakethemselves?
Nelson Mandela said of poverty: “Pover-
ty is not an accident. Like slavery and
apartheid, it is man-made and can be re-
moved by the actions of human beings.”
Poverty is neither the fault of the people
experiencing it, nor inevitable. The
causes of poverty are structural and the
result of choices made by policy mak-
ers. They can be changed if the right,
perhaps difficult, choices are made.

Whyshouldwecare?
Study upon study has found poverty is
bad not only for those experiencing it,
whose lives are stunted educationally,
professionally, emotionally and psycho-
logically (particularly for children for
who can suffer life-long effects) – but
for everyone in society. Poverty means
a loss in human potential, increased
costs and increased demands on health
and social services, as well as a break-
down in social cohesion where growing
inequality leads to resentment, fear,
crime and instability.

WhatisGovernmentdoingaboutall
this?
It has set targets, the first in recent
times set out in the 1997 National
Anti-Poverty Strategy and the National
Action Plan for Social Inclusion
2007-2016/2017. Among the aims: to re-
duce consistent poverty to 2 per cent by
2020, and to lift 70,000 (out of
138,000) children out of consistent pov-
erty by 2020.

Howisitdoing?
Though there have been slight decreas-
es in poverty in the past three years,
these must be set against dramatic in-
creases since the financial crisis began
in 2008. Deprivation and consistent
poverty rates are higher than they were
a decade ago.

Diarmaid
Ferriter

During a speech in Dublin on Sep-
tember 10th, 1966, minister for
education Donogh O’Malley bold-
ly announced he was introducing

free secondary school education, with ef-
fect from September 1967.

“Every year,” he said, “some 17,000 of
our children, finishing the primary school
course do not receive any further educa-
tion. This means that almost one in three
of our future citizens are cut off at this
stage from the opportunities of learning a
skill and denied the benefits of cultural
benefits that go with further education.
This is a dark stain on the national con-
science.”

O’Malley died suddenly two years later,
and taoiseach Jack Lynch paid tribute to
him: “He not only saw horizons that few of
us dared to contemplate, but he reached
out beyond them, impatient for the good
that he would find there; for the good that
he wanted to bestow on his fellow man.
For present and future generations of
Irish children he broadened the horizons
of knowledge and enhanced their pros-
pects in life.”

The great question is why so few contem-
plated horizons to enhance the prospects
for children in Ireland over the course of
the last 100 years.

O’Malley was born in 1921 in the midst of
the revolutionary period, an era when
Irish republicans made much of their com-
mitment to equality and new beginnings.
The Democratic Programme outlined at
the meeting of the first Dáil stated: “It shall
be the first duty of the government of the
Republic to make provision for the physi-
cal, mental and spiritual well-being of the
of the children, to secure that no child shall
suffer hunger or cold from lack of food,
clothing or shelter.”

Cork writer Seán Ó Faoláin was later to
write that this Democratic Programme
“was listened to and discussed for precise-
ly 20 minutes and 50 seconds, and then
buried forever. In any case, its terms were
of a purely pious and general nature that
committed nobody to anything in particu-
lar. The policy of Sinn Féin had always
been since its foundation that simple for-
mula: freedom first; other things after.”

That mentality had profound conse-
quences for the welfare and status of Irish
children who were often failed abysmally.

‘Notahumanbeing’
During the early 20th century, childhood
illness resulted in remarkable Irish mortal-

ity rates; in 1911 more than 2,000 infants
under the age of two died from diarrhoeal
illnesses, and the same year, a fifth of the
72,475 deaths in Ireland were children un-
der five; for every 1,000 babies born in
1916, 81 were dead before their first birth-
day.

For many others childhood was brought
to an abrupt end by the reality of the la-
bour market. Patrick McGill’s Children of
the Dead End, published in 1914, deals with
a bleak childhood in Edwardian Donegal.
Like so many others, McGill was brought
to a hiring fair at the age of 12. His depic-
tion of the fairs and his subsequent treat-
ment is encapsulated in the observation
about his employer: “To him I was not a hu-
man being, a boy with an appetite and a
soul. I was merely a ware purchased in the
marketplace, something of less value than
a plough and of no more account than a
barrow.”

The money he earned as a result of this
slave market was sent home. McGill’s re-
flections on this cruel economy were equal-
ly revealing about parental attitudes to
children in families struggling for basic
subsistence: “I was born and bred merely
to support my parents, and great care had
been taken to drive this fact into my mind
from infancy. I was merely brought into
the world to support those who were re-
sponsible for my existence.”

While the Children’s Act of 1908 was re-
garded as a fundamental step in child pro-
tection, emphasising the social rights of
children, it was in practice more par-
ent-centred (in the sense of bringing them
to account for neglect) than child-centred.

Crucially, it also dictated that the courts
“should be agencies for the rescue as well
as the punishment of children”. In dealing
with issues of child welfare, Ireland relied
on this Act for almost the entire 20th centu-
ry.

Industrialschools
Ultimately, the institutional option was
preferred as a way of dealing with vulnera-
ble, neglected children or those deemed to
have transgressed. From 1869 to 1969,
105,000 Irish children were committed to
industrial schools.

Right from the beginning their welfare
record was shameful: between 1869 and
1913, 48,664 children were admitted to in-
dustrial schools, and 2,623 died while in
them. An inspector noted in 1900 that con-
ditions in many of these institutions were
“better imagined than described”.

There was nothing uniquely Irish about
the system of institutionalisation, but at a
time when Britain saw the defects in this
system and sought reform (abolishing in-
dustrial schools in 1933), the Irish authori-
ties clung relentlessly to the system.

As Mary Raftery and Eoin O’Sullivan
pointed out in Suffer the Little Children
(1999): “The newly independent Ireland
took the opposite course, opting for the in-
terlocking system of industrial, reformato-
ry and Magdalene [laundries]. Instead of
addressing poverty, neglect and class divi-
sion it funded religious orders to effective-
ly incarcerate these children. This use of
child care by the religious orders to me-
thodically entrench and perpetuate a rigid
class system in Ireland remains one of the
most hidden aspects of these structures.”

Daily attendance rates at school were
under 70 per cent in the early 1920s, and
the School Attendance Act of 1926 re-
quired all children to attend school from
the ages of six to 14. Political lobbying
about the need for children in rural areas
to work on farms so as not to thwart cheap
labour was reflected in the report of an in-
terdepartmental government committee
in 1935, which concluded that the with-
drawal of juvenile labour from agriculture
would be “a serious hardship to parents”.

It was not until 1972 that the compulso-
ry school leaving age was raised to 15.

It was also necessary in the new state for
births to be registered as legitimate or ille-
gitimate, until the law was changed in
1987. Between 1923 and 1984, 125,701
Irish citizens were recorded as illegiti-
mate. As well as the stigmas this label gen-
erated, infant mortality rates for these chil-
dren were up to six times the rate of their le-
gitimate counterparts as was apparent, for
example, from inspections of moth-
er-and-baby homes.

Thefamily
The 1937 Constitution’s description of the
“natural and imprescriptible rights of the
child” was vague: children were not given
differentiated citizenship with a corre-
sponding clear outlining of the State’s obli-
gations to them.

The Constitution also acknowledged
“the primary and natural educator of the
child is the family” and guaranteed to re-
spect “the inalienable right and duty of par-
ents to provide, according to their means,
for the religious and moral, intellectual,
physical and social education of their chil-
dren”.

Where parents failed in their duties
“the State as guardian of the common
good, by appropriate means, shall endeav-
our to supply the place of the parents”. But
in practice, when the State did act in loco
parentis it often opted for institutionalisa-
tion.

Certainly, there was awareness by the
1940s that the State’s reach needed to be
broadened to improve child welfare. Chil-
dren’s allowances were introduced in 1944
for the third and subsequent children aged
under 16, to be paid to the father and not
without strong objections from some Cath-
olic writers about State interference and
the socialisation of children.

The furore over the proposed moth-
er-and-child scheme in 1951 to improve ma-
ternal and infant health was also a remind-
er of church and medical opposition to any
semblance of a welfare state or national
health service, the Catholic bishops declar-
ing: “The right to provide for the health of

the children belongs to parents, not to the
State. The State has the right to intervene
only in a subsidiary capacity to supple-
ment, not to supplant.”

Scaremongering about State interfer-
ence in health care abounded, as did a vari-
ety of blocking mechanisms and insuffi-
cient political will.

Adoption
The 1952 Adoption Act provided for the
adoption of both illegitimate children and
children both of whose parents were dead;
it was a requirement that adopting parents
“were of the same religion of the child and
his parents, or if the child is illegitimate,
his mother”.

It also banned the payment of money for
adoption, a recognition that previously “in-
formal” adoptions had involved the ex-
change of money, but this continued. In
the region of 2,000 Irish babies were sent
to the United States for adoption between
1948 and 1961.

Improved healthcare, housing and nutri-
tion led to a dramatic decrease in infant
mortality and deaths of children from in-
fectious diseases, especially tuberculosis.
In 1949, one child in 16 did not live to see
his or her fifth birthday, whereas in 1998
the ratio was one in 136.

A new dynamism was also apparent in
the 1960s in relation to expanding access
to education, but Traveller children re-
mained far behind. The report of the Com-
mission on Itinerancy in 1963 emphasised
the need for assimilation and coaxing Trav-
ellers into becoming settled. The commis-
sion found that more than 1,600 Traveller
children between the ages of six and 14 re-
ceived no education.

A new education curriculum for prima-
ry schools in 1971 acknowledged that previ-

ously “education was ‘curriculum centred’
rather than ‘child-centred’” but now, child-
hood was being recognised as a distinct pe-
riod of human development.

In tandem, a number of child advocacy
groups were established in the 1970s, and
the introduction of an unmarried mothers
allowance in 1973 was partly about reduc-
ing the stigma associated with illegitima-
cy. But it was not until the Status of Chil-
dren Act in 1987 that there was an effort to
put the children of unmarried parents on
the same footing as those of married par-
ents in relation to guardianship, mainte-
nance and property rights.

Childsexabuse
Corporal punishment in schools was out-
lawed in 1982, and the following year the
first reference to child sex abuse in Depart-
ment of Health guidelines appeared.

The revelations of the last three decades

have underlined the scale of that abuse,
and what the Murphy report described in
2009 as “obsessive concern with secrecy
and the avoidance of scandal” and “little or
no concern for the welfare of the abused
child”.

The same year, the Ryan report on the
treatment of children in institutions since
the foundation of the State heard evidence
from more than 1,700 men and women,
with more than half reporting sexual
abuse. The Ryan report details abuse in re-
lation to 216 institutions, an extraordinary
number for a country of Ireland’s size.

The Child Care Act of 1991 sought to pro-
mote the welfare of children not receiving
adequate care and protection and gave the
minister for health administrative respon-
sibility for childcare.

Ireland ratified the United Nations con-
vention on the rights of the child in 1992
but high-profile cases continued to high-
light appalling failures; in 1993 a Kilkenny
man was jailed for rape, incest and assault
of his daughter over a 15-year period. The
girl had had extensive contact with official-
dom, and in the subsequent Kilkenny In-
cest Investigation Report, a crucial finding
was: “We feel that the very high emphasis
on the rights of the family in the Constitu-
tion may consciously or unconsciously be
interpreted as giving a higher value to the
rights of parents than to the rights of chil-
dren . . . We believe the Constitution
should contain a specific and overt declara-
tion of the rights of born children.”

This did not happen until 2012 when a
referendum enshrined “the natural and
imprescriptible rights of all children” in
the Constitution.

In the intervening years there was a Na-
tional Children’s Strategy (“Children’s
lives will be better understood; their lives
will benefit from evaluation, research and
information on their needs, rights and the
effectiveness of services”), a National Chil-
dren’s Advisory Council, a Children’s
Rights Alliance, and the Ombudsman for
Children Act, while charitable organisa-
tions, including Barnardo’s, which estab-
lished roots in Ireland in 1962, continued
to advocate for children’s rights and estab-
lished support services nationwide.

What remained striking, however, was
the extent to which parents had to resort
to legal action to vindicate the rights of
their children; the difficulty being that the
Department of Education was obliged
only to ensure that “children receive mini-
mum education, moral, intellectual and so-
cial”.

Darkstains
It is estimated that in 2000, more than
5,000 asylum-seeking children arrived in
Ireland, and the Irish electorate in 2004
voted to remove automatic entitlement to
birthright citizenship, in place since the
foundation of the State. The government
argued that the children of migrant par-
ents did not have “sufficient connections”
to Ireland to be entitled to citizenship in
this way.

There were vast improvements in chil-
dren’s lives over the decades and more fo-
cused strategies in relation to mental
health and inequality, but homelessness
and children growing up in direct provi-
sion centres have marred the State’s re-
cord on child welfare in recent years.

Child poverty doubled from 2008-2016,
while in 2018 the Central Statistics Office
found that almost one in five children still
lived below the poverty line and the num-
ber of homeless children exceeded 4,000.

These realities are yet more dark stains
on the Irish conscience in relation to child-
hood that will inevitably prompt critical
questioning of the “first duty” of the Re-
public a century after the Democratic
Programme.

DiarmaidFerriterisprofessorofmodern
IrishhistoryinUCDandan IrishTimes
columnist
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“It shall be the first duty of the Govern-
ment of the Republic to make provision for
the physical, mental and spiritual well-be-
ing of the children, to secure that no child
shall suffer hunger or cold from lack of
food, clothing, or shelter, but that all shall
be provided with the means and facilities
requisite for their proper education and
training as Citizens of a Free and Gaelic
Ireland.”

On January 21st, 1919, the first dem-
ocratically elected Irish parlia-
ment declared a republic and
then defined what it meant. The

Democratic Programme adopted that day
contained a radical idea: the new republic
would be judged by its ability to do right by
its children.

The pledge boils down to five basic
rights that no child should go without.
They are:

Food – no child should be hungry
Shelter – no child should be homeless
Health – no child should be without time-

ly, affordable healthcare
Education – no child should be blocked

from having an education
Participation – no child should be ex-

cluded from society

On the centenary of that first meeting of
Dáil Éireann, No Child 2020 – a title that
echoes the text of the Democratic Pro-
gramme – aims to provide a sustained jour-
nalistic focus on child poverty in all its di-
mensions, and to help create a sense of pos-
sibility around its eradication.

A hundred years on, the first Dáil’s “no
child” pledge remains unfulfilled. About
one tenth – 105,000 – of Ireland’s children
grows up in consistent poverty. That
means they live in a household with a very
low income and go without basics such as
heat or nutritious food.

These children suffer through no fault
of their own. As the charity Barnardos has

put it, “no child’s access to food, warmth,
healthcare or education should be deter-
mined by how much money their parents
have or where they live”.

Child poverty deprives thousands of
young people of the opportunity to grow
up healthy, to flourish, to reach their poten-
tial. It also perpetuates class and social divi-
sions, and stores up problems for the fu-
ture.

None of this is inevitable. Across the
world, there are examples of smart poli-
cies that have helped reduce the numbers
of children who go without basic necessi-
ties. Here in Ireland, income supports al-
ready reduce the at-risk-of-poverty rate by
60 per cent. Consistent, well-managed and
well-resourced services, especially if they
are delivered from the beginning of a
child’s life, can transform the lives of chil-
dren, families and communities.

As part of this series, The Irish Times
and the Children’s Rights Alliance have col-
laborated in drawing up five policy propos-
als under each of the five themes identified
in the Democratic Programme of the first
Dáil.

These ideas are intended as a contribu-
tion to the debate, showing what is possi-
ble and how. But they are not the final
word. Nor are they enough in themselves
to fix the problem. Rather, they are a start-
ing point.

Over the course of the series, The Irish
Times will publish alternative ideas and
provide a platform for all contributions on
the topic. Today, the Children’s Rights Alli-
ance, a coalition of more than 100 organisa-
tions across the State, is launching a cam-
paign on the same theme.

Government has a key role in reducing
child poverty, but its eradication will re-
quire a broad effort involving all of society.
Parents and schools have a role. As do com-
munity organisations. Employers also
have a big part to play – for example,
through the quality of the jobs they pro-
vide or the workplace flexibility they offer.

The pledges contained in the Democrat-
ic Programme are not utopian aspirations
but cornerstones of a dignified human ex-
istence. There could be no better way to
mark the centenary of the first Dáil than to
make them a reality.

RuadhánMacCormaic
DutyEditor,TheIrishTimes

1.Food
The problem: Many families on low in-
comes cannot afford to follow a healthy
diet, and families with infants and teenag-
ers face higher food costs. A two-parent
family with two children of primary and
secondary-school age have to spend an av-
erage of ¤145 on food every week to ensure
they have a nutritional healthy diet.

One in four children are overweight or
obese; many are also malnourished at the
same time. Inadequate nutrition in chil-
dren is linked to reduced cognitive func-
tion, delayed school enrolment, impaired
concentration, increased illness, absentee-
ism and early school dropout.

Thegoal:Every child will have a hot, nutri-
tious meal every day.

Thefirststep:Enable schools and non-for-
mal educational settings to provide a hot,
nutritious meal to every child by establish-
ing a small grants scheme to put in place
kitchens or cooking facilities. To reach
more children in need, early years and
youth work settings should have access to
funding under the existing School Meals
Programme.

2.Health
The problem:Differences in the health of
children growing up in poverty are obvi-
ous from three years of age. Thousands of
children face long waiting lists to access
public healthcare, while others can get a
faster service through private care.

Children in low-income families are
more likely to have a chronic illness, worse
respiratory health and higher levels of
obesity.

Access to healthcare increases when fi-
nancial barriers are removed. For exam-
ple, income plays a role in deciding to visit
the GP when the child does not have a med-
ical card. The income of a couple or lone
parent with children has to be less than
¤266.50 per week to qualify for a medical
card. However, pensioners can have a high-
er weekly income of ¤298 and still qualify
for a medical card.

The goal: Every child will have access to
basic healthcare when they need it.

The first step: Increase medical card in-
come thresholds for families with children
to the same income threshold as
pensioners.

3.Education
The problem: The Constitution requires
the State to provide for free primary educa-
tion. In reality, going to school costs a lot of
money. Barnardos’ 2018 School Costs Sur-
vey found parents spent ¤360 for a sen-
ior-infant pupil and ¤380 for a fourth-class
pupil to cover the basics required such as
books, workbooks, uniforms and “volun-
tary contributions”.

More than a third of parents get into
debt to pay for schools costs, according to
the Irish League of Credit Unions. Others
said that they would be unable to buy their
children certain school items, including
new school shoes, or pay for extracurricu-
lar activities, while one in five parents said

they would have to cut spending on house-
hold bills.

The goal:Every child will receive free pri-
mary education.

Thefirststep: It would cost ¤103.2 million
annually to vindicate the constitutional
right of all children to free primary educa-
tion. Invest the first ¤20 million to intro-
duce free schoolbooks for every child in pri-
mary school.

4.Participation
Theproblem: A 2016 report published by
the Arts Council and the Economic and So-
cial Research Institute found that children
and young people from disadvantaged
backgrounds are less likely to participate
in arts and cultural activities than children
from more affluent families. Cost is a key
barrier to the participation of children and
young people in local community and rec-
reational activities. Taking part in cultural
activities such as singing, painting, dance,
and theatre benefits children academical-
ly and in developing better social skills and
positive relationships.

The goal:Every child will have the oppor-
tunity to take part in community-based
arts and cultural activities.

The first step: Invest to ensure every child
can access at least one community arts or
cultural opportunity each year by provid-
ing a subsidy to families with children.
This could be done by issuing a “culture
card” to all under-18s, or their parents, to
access an arts or cultural experience in ven-
ues across the State.

5.Housing
The problem: Home should be a warm,
secure and safe place for all children. How-
ever, we are in the midst of a housing crisis
with unprecedented levels of children
experiencing homelessness.

The absence of adequate social housing
and the reliance on an overstretched pri-
vate rented sector has resulted in almost
4,000 children living in inappropriate
emergency accommodation, including
B&Bs and hotels. Many others are staying
in overcrowded situations with family and
friends to avoid this, but are not counted as
homeless. Children living in emergency ac-
commodation suffer high levels of anxiety
and become withdrawn. Having nowhere
to study or do their homework, they often
fall behind at school. They also suffer from
ill-health, exhaustion and hunger.

While there is a policy to move families
into family hubs which are more suitable,
they are only another form of emergency
accommodation, and time spent in the
hubs should be limited while longer-term
solutions should be prioritised.

The goal: Every child will live in secure
and affordable housing.

The first step: Legislate to ensure the
best interests of the child informs any deci-
sion about where to accommodate them
and their family. The legislation should
clearly time-limit the use of emergency ac-
commodation for families with children.

News Review
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O
n a Saturday, 17-year-olds Katie
Browne and Kym Fallon of Mercy
Secondary School in Inchicore,
are helping to host a party for

some children living in direct provision.
“This is education too,” says Kym, who
lives in Drimnagh. “There are people out
there doing grinds today but we’re here
learning through this, learning about peo-
ple.”

They’re both involved with the school’s
College for Every Student programme,
which is run with the Trinity Access Pro-
gramme (Tap) and provides mentoring,
leadership training and information on get-
ting to college.

Mercy is a small Deis (Delivering Equali-
ty of Opportunity in Schools) school with
170 girls. I’m introduced to the group by So-
cial Democrat councillor Gary Gannon,
who works in outreach with the Tap.
They’re all very close.

Before the interview the whole class
vets me first. Many of them will be among
the first generation of their families to go
to university, though both Katie and Kym
seem to have very supportive parents. “My
da keeps wanting to learn now,” says Ka-
tie, who lives in Ballyfermot. “He’s ob-
sessed with learning.”

Katie wants to go to the National Col-
lege of Art and Design (NCAD) and be-
come an art teacher, ever since they went
on a tour there. “I said this is my college.”

Kym can’t make up her mind between
politics, business, music and midwifery.
She’s also really good at maths, says Katie,
and is frequently called on to explain
things to the class.

They’re both well aware of educational
inequality. “I think it’s 99 per cent go to
third level in certain parts of Dublin where-
as the percentage in Dublin 8 is 28 per
cent,” says Katie. “But this school is 64 per
cent.”

In some parts of Dublin, says Kym,
“their life is set for them. They’re going to
go to this school, this secondary school,
this college. Most kids like that are

following what their parents did, they’re
becoming doctors or becoming lawyers.”

In contrast, facing a college career can
be overwhelming if no one in your family
has gone before. “If I asked my mam about
CAO forms, she wouldn’t know,” says Ka-
tie.

Do they feel any stigma about it? “We
get a lot of opportunities to go into differ-
ent colleges and with our accent you think
people will look down on you,” says Kym.

“There’s a stigma that if you talk like I
would, you’re not intelligent,” says Katie.

“I don’t think that any more. Everybody’s
proving me wrong . . . We went to Trinity
for a while and we’d go in on open days and
people would look at you because we’re
like, ‘Oh heya!’”

“But to turn it on its head a little bit,”
says Kym. “Now when we walk into Trinity
it’s like ‘Hey, it’s the Mercy girls!’”

Is it important to see people out there in
public life with accents like theirs? “People
in power come from places like D4 and
you’re expecting to see that,” says Kym.
“When you start seeing people in power

from Inchicore, Ballyfermot and Crumlin,
I think it is sort of inspiring.”

They feel hugely supported in the
school. They have an English teacher who
gives them tea and biscuits when teaching
the more depressing poems and a princi-
pal, Michelle O’Kelly, who they feel they
can go to with any problem. “I think if I was
in any other school, I wouldn’t still be in
school,” says Katie.

“I don’t think so either,” says Kym.
“Third year kind of knocked it out of

me,” says Katie. “I didn’t expect the Junior

Cert to be as stressful as it was.”
They talk about the pressure of the Leav-

ing Cert and its focus on rote learning over
project work, which they think they would
prefer. And they talk about their part-time
jobs and the financial pressure college will
bring. “If I don’t get a grant, I don’t know
how I’m going to go to college,” says Katie.
“I’m looking for jobs now, so I can start sav-
ing up.”

When I ask about what the big issues are
for their peers beyond education, they
mention teenagers being obsessed with

expensive brands and social media, two
things Kym and Katie seem capable of rais-
ing their eyebrows at.

What did they think of the recent refer-
endums? “It makes me really proud,” says
Katie.

Why? “Because you know most of the
people voting ‘yes’ on that stuff are people
from our generation,” says Kym. “A lot of
kids my age went to the marches even
though they couldn’t vote.”

They both wish they could have voted.
“Older people are voting for our future,”
says Katie. “We grow up into their deci-
sions, but we don’t really get a say . . . A
few of my friends are just turned 18 and
can’t wait for a good referendum to come
up so they can just vote.”

“We’re a very political class,” says Kym.
“If we have an issue with something, it’s
getting changed.”

This manifests on a micro level. They re-
cently agitated to make sure physics was
taught in the school. They also refurbished
an unused storage room into “a 21st centu-
ry learning space”.

“I think we’re such a girl-power school,”
says Katie. “That sounds very cringy, but I
never thought I was less than a fella.”

“It’s true,” says Kym. “We don’t take any-
thing from anyone.”

“Even with Gary [Gannon],” says Katie.
“Gary will say something and we’ll be like
‘Sit down, Gary. Don’t start.’”

Health

W
hen Catherine Lyons was 12
years old she did not feel lis-
tened to by the doctors who
stood around her bed. Cathe-

rine, who is now 16, had been suffering for
about nine months with dizziness, head-
aches, vomiting and extreme pains in her
side.

She had been in and of hospital many
times and undergone a litany of scans and
tests.

The doctors couldn’t work out what the
problem was, and Catherine felt like they
didn’t understand how sick she felt. They
eventually removed her appendix, which
was inflamed, and unexpectedly found a
neuro-endocrine carcinoid tumour.

“One of the biggest problems with Cath-
erine’s cancer is that it’s an adult cancer,”
says her mother, Frances. “It’s so rare in
children that only a handful of children
across Europe have had it.”

Shortly after that, it was found that the
cancer had spread and they needed to re-
move part of her bowel. She has been can-
cer free since then, but underwent a long
period of hospitalisation in Castlebar, Co
Mayo, and then Crumlin children’s hospi-
tal in Dublin because she couldn’t hold her
food down. “She lost four stone in three
months,” says Frances.

I’m sitting with Catherine and Frances
in their sitting room in Balla, Co Mayo, be-
neath two of Catherine’s own beautiful

paintings. Both feel that throughout her ill-
ness, Catherine’s own observations about
her own symptoms were not always heed-
ed by some doctors. “I think if she was an
adult, she’d have been taken a lot more seri-
ously,” says Frances.

They had good experiences too. They
can’t say enough positive things about the
nurses in both hospitals and how in Crum-
lin she got to go to school and to attend art
classes and have some sense of normality
despite her suffering.

It was difficult. Their family life was dis-
rupted. Catherine’s younger brothers
would get upset about their mother being
away.

And being in hospital for so long meant
that Catherine drifted from many of her
school friends.

Her current oncologist, whom she likes,
observed that this was not uncommon for
children who have been sick. She said: “Be-
cause you’ve been so ill, your whole world
opens up and you end up in a much bigger
world than children your age.”

Other people don’t know how to re-
spond to the word “cancer”, says Cathe-
rine. Some overreact and burst into tears.
Some don’t want to talk about it. Her life-
lines have been the Barretstown camp for
children with cancer and CanTeen, a chari-
ty for teenagers who have had the illness.

Frances recalls dropping her to a Can-
Teen event when she was particularly de-

pressed “and when I went back to collect
her, I thought this isn’t my child. She was
really bouncy and bubbly . . . Suddenly
she was Catherine and not a child who had
cancer.”

Catherine says the friends whom she
met there understand what she’s been
through. “It probably sounds kind of bad
but we just joke around about it.”

What sort of jokes? “Once we were at
the airport going to Find Your Sense of Hu-
mour [an event run by the UK’s Teenage
Cancer Trust]. We probably looked like
real mad-in-the-head kids, because we
were running around touching people and
saying, ‘Now you have cancer, it’s conta-
gious.’”

She bursts out laughing. One of the
things they get asked a lot is if cancer is con-
tagious.

Catherine is a creative teenager with a
quirky sense of humour. When she leaves
school, she thinks she might do something
with art or possibly special effects
make-up. Last Halloween she made

herself up to look like someone had
stabbed her in the head. She recently
binge-watched several horror films from
Child’s Play to The Exorcism of Emily
Rose. She laughs. “But I don’t find them
scary.”

She says that in all the time she was sick
she rarely felt scared. She more commonly
felt confused and angry. She thinks there
needs to be more follow-on counselling ser-
vices for sick children and teenagers. And
she thinks doctors should listen to chil-
dren more and that they should explain
things to them more carefully.

She didn’t even realise she had cancer,
she says, until she mentioned her tumour
to a “very smart” friend who explained
what it meant (this lack of transparency is
a common complaint from children at Can-
Teen).

Her experience of illness has changed
her, she says. She has lost some friends to
cancer, which makes her feel sad and an-
gry. And she still suffers from serious diges-
tive problems.

“It’s made me a lot more mentally
grown up,” she says. “I still act like a child a
lot of the time. But I think that’s kind of be-
cause I spent so much of my childhood in
hospital. But when it comes to certain
things I can hold in a lot more. A lot of my
friends hear something and start crying
but I can take a lot more. It would take a lot
of bad news for me to start crying.”

Patrick
Freyne

People in power
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expecting to see that.
When you start seeing
people in power from
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and Crumlin, I think it is
sort of inspiring
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David
McWilliams

Seamus Mallon described
the Belfast Agreement as
“Sunningdale for slow

learners”. In the end, Brexit is
likely to be “Norway for slow
learners”.

Events this week mean it’s
now probable that the UK will
limp out of the EU in two
months with a cobbled-togeth-
er, Norwegian-style deal. On
the face of it, little will change
materially until the final trade
deal is hammered out.

Except everything has
changed.

The entire edifice of UK
decision-making has been
turned on its head. In terms of
taking back control, the UK
parliament has taken over
control from the government
to execute the will of the
people. The government and
its allies, the DUP, will be left to
do the glorified county council
work of humiliated local
government, leaving the really
big sovereign stuff to a
cross-party, quasi-coalition of
middle ground parliamentari-
ans. The prime minister’s office
will become facilitator rather
than originator.

For an all-or-nothing
political system, used to
top-down, imperious prime
ministers and all-powerful
cabinets, such a consen-
sus-based approach will be
quite the comedown. Such
compromises will feel as
continental and un-British as
cycling royals, cinq-à-sept and
tea without milk.

But the iron rule of realpoli-
tik is that compromise trumps
absolutism when you have a
weak hand, and the UK has a
weak commercial hand.

In fraught negotiations, no
side gets what it wants, but
ultimately each side gets what
it needs. The UK needs to
honour the referendum, and it
will leave not with a drumroll of
neo-Elizabethan daring but
with a whimper of 21st-century
reality. It is a rule taker not a
rule maker.

The UK will look like Norway
with less oil (although they
have snaffled Ole Gunnar
Solskjær).

For its part, the EU had to
reaffirm the integrity of the
club in the face of the threat
that Brexit-type referendums
might become contagious
throughout the union. The
unflinching unity of the 27 has
been a show of impressive
diplomatic force.

The EU can afford to be
flexible now if it wants to be. As
no-deal recedes, so too does a
lot of the rancour. No-deal is
still described as the “default
option” but the coalition
against it is so numerically
strong, it looks unlikely.

Although they cracked open
the champagne after May’s
humiliation on Tuesday, the
PM’s defeat constituted the
high point for the hard Brexi-
teers in the European Research
Group (ERG) and the DUP. It
looks like they will be sidelined.

Noleverage
No crash out also means that
the ERG, the DUP and
parliamentary opposition to
the backstop all become less
significant. The leverage they
now have is no longer Brexit
leverage but confidence-
motion leverage. They can
bring down May, but then they
precipitate a general election,
whereby the DUP loses all
power. It is they who are now
boxed in.

The shifting sands mean an
ultimate trade deal looks more
like the “EU-lite”, obviating the
backstop.

Those who want to get rid of
the backstop value sovereignty
over commerce. The Tory
party might split between those
who value British commerce
more than British sovereignty.
The pragmatic pro-business,
let’s-do-a-deal Tory minister
could well be prepared to
throw the unionist, Der-
ry-is-as-British-as-Finchley
Tory backbencher under the
bus, if it means that corporate
UK gets a more market-friend-
ly deal.

But there is a real possibility
that there will be, not just one,
but two splits. As parliament
takes control, the Brexit-at-
all-costs Tories are losing, but
so too are the anti-EU extreme
left of the Labour party. The
vast majority of the Labour
party, its social democratic
centre, want to remain close to
the EU, as do about half of all
Tories.

Maybe the upshot of the

whole saga will be the reconfig-
uration of the British centre as
the social democratic centre-
left of the Labour Party and the
one-nation Tory centre right of
the Conservative Party. These
two are coalescing now over
Brexit, and realise they have
more in common with one
another than with the extremes
of their own parties. Some-
times it takes a massive politi-
cal shock like this to knock
heads together.

Economically, once “no
deal” is off the table, the UK
economy is likely to get a
bounce, and here I digress from
the mainstream about Brexit
and Ireland. Up to now, the
consensus view here has been
that Brexit will be terrible for
Ireland. I’ve never bought that.

To be sure, the impact on
Irish supply chains, using the
UK land-bridge, from a no-deal
would be hugely costly. But that
doesn’t look likely now. If we
are honest with ourselves,
much of the Brexit economic-
catastrophe narrative has been
peddled by our own
establishment Europhiles, who
see any criticism of the EU as
blasphemy that can only be
countered by warnings of
eternal damnation.

Morenuanced
The real world of commerce is
always more nuanced, and far
less dramatic.

A “common-sense” Brexit,
engineered by the parliamenta-
ry middle ground, changes the
game. UK assets now are
extremely cheap. Incredibly
strong companies are trading
at extraordinary low prices and
extremely high yields. Long-es-
tablished homebuilders, which
have pipelines of govern-
ment-underwritten contracts,
are trading at one-off, Brexit-in-
duced discounts.

Investment by large and
small British companies has
been put on hold, so now there
is plenty of pent-up demand in

the UK economy once the fog of
the hard Brexit has lifted. This
week, UK financial markets
certainly think the “hard
Brexit” threat is over and have
been reacting positively.

The implication of this for
Ireland is that, as a location for
inward movement of both
capital and talented people, we
become more – not less –
attractive. The UK, the market
for our traditional products,
stays open. This is not a bad
outcome.

At its core, Brexit is an act of
aggression against globalisa-
tion; this will not be forgotten
quickly by international
investors. For Ireland, when
your neighbour shows signs of
deep political instability, all you
have to do is do nothing and
you look remarkably sane and
thus attractive.

In the next few weeks, we
will hear about indicative votes
and horse trading as the British
political system tries to find
something that it can agree on.
Resolution, while not in sight, is
now possible. The alternative is
a general election to clear the
air, bringing impetus for a new
deal. No party will fight an
election on no deal.

Economically, for Ireland,
the upshot from Brexit is likely
to be broadly positive so long as
we follow our policy of what I
like to call “cosmopolitan
nationalism”. Cosmopolitan
nationalism implies being a
fully paid up member of the
global economy, embracing
free movement of capital,
technology and talent, while at
the same time keeping idiosyn-
cratic national policies, such as
our tax policies, that set us
apart from the rest.

For a trading country, this is
the sweet spot. Ironically, the
now more likely soft Brexit
might have made Irish cosmo-
politan nationalism more, not
less, secure.

Brexit terrible
for Ireland?
I don’t
buy that

‘‘

M
ichael McDonagh is in his 20s
now, but he says, without hesi-
tating, “Since they said ‘We’ll
call him Michael’ I’ve been

homeless.”
He says that he has never felt like he had

a home. When he was born he lived on a
halting site, but later he lived with his
mother, a heroin addict, on the street. He
remembers being taken from her by social
services one day on Dame Street when he
was about seven.

He’s not entirely sure if she was on hero-
in then. “She was once brilliant and beauti-
ful. I remember that.”

He and his brother were brought to a fos-
ter family in the country.

It was an inappropriate foster place-
ment for many reasons and he never felt at
home there. He says that he often felt like
he was in prison.

As a child, he says, watching films was
how he escaped. “There are happy end-
ings. And there’s always a hero.”

He regularly calls on film references as
we talk. He took up drawing, he says, be-
cause he saw Leonardo DiCaprio do so in
Titanic and his favourite film is Cool Hand
Luke because it evoked his own circum-
stances. “I was locked up and wanted to get
up and go.”

When he was 15, he finally told a teacher
how unhappy he was, and he was placed in
a more suitable foster home. He says he

found their kindness difficult to take. “My
brother loved it but it made me angry,” he
says.

“I was never parented. I was more like
Tarzan. I grew up in my head. I drew and I
wrote and I sang and I thought of imagi-
nary places and imaginary things and even-
tually then the real world hit me with a big
bang . . . Here’s phones. Here’s girl-
friends. Here’s alcohol. Here’s weed.
Here’s homelessness. Here’s all this stuff.
See what you do with it.”

Michael was expelled from school and
he began spending more time on the street
with his mother. She was a serious addict
at this stage, and he tried to look after her
but she would disappear for weeks on end
and he wouldn’t know if she was alive or
dead. “[She] was more comfortable sleep-
ing on the side of a road than in a bed.”

Michael’s mother died five years ago.
The last time he spoke to her, he says, they
had an argument outside Liffey Valley
shopping centre. He thinks that’s appropri-
ate in a way. He thinks she’d find it funny.

He shows me his tattoos. Some are there
to cover scars. There’s one of Bob Marley.
There’s another of the word “timeless”
and a picture of a clock. “That’s the time
my mother died.”

He thinks she did the best she could.
They were warm on the streets as children,
“bundled in clothes”, and they were always
fed. He remembers how she would

sometimes leave him with a kind young se-
curity guard who “made me feel like I
worked in the shop”.

He counts his blessings. He is glad to
have had his brother with him through the
years. He is glad his younger sister had a
happier foster home experience. He’s glad
he got some time with his mother towards

the end of her life.
Michael never saw himself as truly

homeless, he says, until she died. Since
then he has spent years in hostels, on the
streets or on the couches of friends. He cur-
rently has a room in a hostel run by the Pe-
ter McVerry Trust’s youth service, where
his brother also lives.

He has kept busy with acting classes, art
classes and TV extra work. Recently he did
work experience at TV3 and was happy to
have a name tag and a role, but then, he
says, back in his room he remembered: “I
don’t live a normal life, I’m in a hostel. The
job isn’t a job. It’s work experience.”

But Michael is also defiant. He defies ste-
reotypes. He is eloquent and philosophical
and funny. He is wary, he says, “of losing
myself in all of this madness”.

He is proud of his Traveller heritage. He
wants to make films about his experiences.
He wants to make something of his life and
to help end homelessness. He believes the
Government is content to allow homeless-
ness to happen. But he is also aware that
youthful anger at the State is often classed
as “violence” while, “when they do it to us,
it’s called business”.

He jokes about billionaires like Elon
Musk spending their money getting to
Mars rather than fixing problems on
Earth. He laughs. “Maybe when they do go
to Mars I can take over and fix the shit, be-
cause all the arseholes will have left.”

Shelter

Niamh

‘I’mintochangingpeople’smindsets’

Michael

‘Iwasneverparented. IwaslikeTarzan’

Muchof theBrexit
economic-
catastrophe
narrativehasbeen
peddledbyourown
establishment
Europhiles

I grew up inmy
head. I drew and I

wrote and I sang and I
thought of imaginary
places and imaginary
things and eventually then
the real world hitmewith
a big bang

CitizenshipN
iamh Scully from Clontarf in Dub-
lin is sitting in the city centre offic-
es of the LGBTI youth organisa-
tion, Belong To. She campaigned

during the Repeal the 8th campaign, was
on the advisory panel for the LGBTI Na-
tional Youth Strategy and is currently an
LGBTI campaign co-ordinator at UCD. At
18, she is a seasoned activist.

She was first politicised during the mar-
riage equality referendum. “I remember a
girl in the year above me doing a project on
how young people could have a vote in the
marriage equality referendum. I went
around loads of people and people in the
year above me trying to get them to sign
this petition to basically let us have an opin-
ion.”

She wasn’t out herself. “I was just a
great ally,” she says and laughs. She came
out the following January. She did so earli-
er than she might have if the referendum
had not passed, she says. Why? “I felt like
no one had any legal backing up in telling
me I was wrong.”

Her mother is an accountant and her fa-
ther manages a bar where Niamh also
works. “They’re very sound people,” she
says. “I never grew up with them saying
‘Oh the gays, I hate them.’ My great uncle
is gay and I went to his and his partner’s civ-
il partnership when I was nine. It was al-
ways fine in our family.”

She started visiting Belong To and be-
gan to see that even though she couldn’t
vote, she could still have a voice. “I’m into
grassroots change,” she says, “changing
people’s mindsets.”

Her Belong To-based friends are “all su-
per-politicised”, she says. “We have these
really interesting in-depth conversa-
tions . . . A lot of my straight friends aren’t
as politicised. I guess it’s because it doesn’t
affect them as much.”

She thinks that her generation might
seem apathetic but that lots of them are ac-
tivists in their own ways about things they
believe in like veganism or the
environment.

How could young people be encouraged
to engage more? “I think the way adults
talk [about politics] using really complicat-
ed language isn’t accessible for young peo-
ple,” she says. “When we did the report on
the youth strategy, we made an official gov-
ernment document and we made a
youth-friendly one that was a bit more ex-
plained. And we made a video as well, with
the main points and what they wanted to
see change. And that was way more accessi-
ble for people.”

Niamh thinks schools should be empow-
ering children from a very young age to re-
alise “that they have a voice and a choice”,
she says.

She got to vote for the first time in the
referendum last year. “I had been cam-
paigning since I was 15, 16 . . . I spent so

long never knowing if I’d be able to vote in
it.”

Would she like to see the voting age re-
duced? “I think for referendums, definite-
ly. A lot of young people don’t care about
presidents or who’s in government . . . It’s
such a rat race in there and they make it so
ugly.”

What are the big issues for her genera-
tion? She mentions inadequate sex educa-
tion, the environment and social media.
“[Teenagers have] seen that social media
and technology has gone too far and has
stopped people caring about the wider
world.”

She also worries about backlashes
against the social progress she has seen.
“It’s great since the marriage equality ref-
erendum but it’s also led to a lot of people

saying, ‘Shut up now, you have your
rights.’”

She thinks people underestimate the
prejudice still faced by trans teenagers and
gay teenagers in isolated communities.
And people still use anti-LGBT slurs, she
says. At her girlfriend’s debs she over-
heard some boys using the word “dyke”.
“It felt like an otherworldly experience,”
she says.

It’s difficult, sometimes, to be politically
engaged. Niamh has to steel herself in an-
ticipation of someone questioning her
identity and her rights. To make any politi-
cal change, you need to have empathy, she
says. “The best way to make someone see
your point of view is to understand their
point of view, so you can tell it to them in a
way they understand.”
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S
eparated from her husband since
2015, Orla Corrigan works
full-time as a nurse, has two
daughters (aged six and eight)

and relies on food parcels to get by. Her
take-home income “on a good month”
between wages, child maintenance and
child benefit is about ¤2,880.

“The mortgage is ¤600 a month.
That’s paid first. There are certain priori-
ties. I have to keep a roof over our
heads,” says Corrigan.

House insurance is ¤60 a month.
She does three or four “long days” a

week – 12- or 13-hour shifts – dropping
her daughters to a childminder, whom
she pays ¤80 a day, at 7.20am and col-
lecting them around 9pm. The cost is
about ¤1,000 per month. She has to run
a car, with the children’s school and her
work a 30 km round-trip away in Tullam-
ore. Petrol costs about ¤160 a month.

She is also paying off a loan taken out
“during the boom” – ¤480 a month.

“So we’re left with maybe ¤580 a
month. We start off with the bills. Elec-
tricity is a nightmare. I have a pre-pay
meter and try to keep it going on ¤40 a
week, but too often it runs out.

“I try to think outside the box, try to
make it fun for the girls and say: ‘We are
going to play it old-fashioned for the
next few nights,’ and we use candles and
cook beans on the stove in the sitting
room. The girls think it’s great fun, but I
know that won’t last for much longer,
when they realise it’s not normal.

“The kettle is the hardest thing on the
ESB, so I ration that. I haven’t used that
dishwasher in years.”

Corrigan has a laundry backlog be-
cause she washes only the essential
clothes. The tumble drier, she says, is a
“no”. “You’re trying to dry in front of the
stove in the living-room. It’s the only
room that’s going to be warm because
the radiators just don’t get turned on.
During the big snow last year we all slept
in there.

“I buy oil by the drum. Every two
weeks I put ¤14 of oil into the tank, for
the hot water. I push it sometimes for
three weeks, if we skip a few baths, and I
use a sponge and cold water on the chil-
dren.”

Once a month Corrigan gets a food
parcel of dry goods like pasta, crackers,
rice, canned food, tea and sugar, from
the Ken Smollen Food Appeal, a Tullam-
ore-based charity delivering parcels
now to over 600 families each month
throughout the midlands.

Skipsmeals
“When Ken comes the girls get all excit-
ed, and say, ‘Mammy’s ordered food’.
Ken started coming to me in 2017 when I
was off sick for a long time. I saw some-
thing about him on Facebook... I didn’t
want to go there. I didn’t want to feel I
was begging for food. But it is what it is.”

Corrigan shops in Lidl for perisha-
bles, when the children are at school,
keeping her spend below ¤60 a week.

“I’d go when they’re not with me, be-
cause it’s not fair on them. It would be
cruel to them to be in there seeing all
this food when they know it’s not going
to be in their house. I’d go in and look for
the cheapest possible, scanning every
price. Mince is great. You can do a bo-
lognese and get two dinners out of that.
Potatoes, beans and sausages is a great
one to fill them.”

Corrigan frequently skips meals, tell-
ing the children she’s not hungry and liv-
ing, she says, on toast and tea.

There is no internet in the house, an
expense she hopes to avoid for as long as
possible. She cuts her own hair, washing
it with washing-up liquid to save sham-
poo for her daughters. All her clothes,
and many of the children’s, are from
charity shops, with just underwear

bought in retail shops.
She worries about money every day,

describing it a “constant, constant
stress”.

While she can just about make it
month-to-month, she dreads her chil-
dren being invited to birthday parties
and having to provide a present, or hav-
ing to see a GP at ¤50 a visit. The
¤200-plus cost of going back to school
each August, car-tax, car insurance, tele-
vision licence, Christmas and birthdays
are other dreaded milestones.

“Money is 24/7 in my mind. Lying
awake a night. I cry at night when the
girls are in bed because I can’t let them
know. They do know they don’t get any-
thing but I don’t let them see the emo-
tional effect it has on me.

“You feel that much a failure as a
mother. I have considered sometimes
that the kids would be better off without
me. The guilt piles in and it’s a bit of your
soul taken away every time you look at
that hungry, sad face and all you have for
them for dinner is a packet of noodles.

Asked what the family is rich in, she
says: “Love. The three of us, we’re the
best of friends, a team. My family are a
great support.

“My focus in life is work and the girls
and survival. It’s to make them feel loved
and shielded from all this and keeping
things as normal as possible. We do fun
things. We play Ludo, play on the
swings, and roast marshmallows.”

For Orla Corrigan, services such as
those Kukka Miikkulainen’s family en-
joy (right) would be transformative.

“If there was a hot meal in school, that
would be absolutely amazing,” says Cor-
rigan. “You’d know they’re going to get a
meal and that takes another expense out
of lunches.

“Affordable or even free childcare?
Sure then you could work, pay the bills.
If I didn’t have that huge cost I’d be able
to pay my bills, tax my car, be able to
take them out or maybe send them to art
class.

“People don’t talk about how much
they’re struggling because of the shame.
That’s where I get very upset because
there are so many disadvantaged chil-
dren in this country and it’s hidden. I
don’t know anyone else in my situation,
but there has to be I know. I work
full-time. I can’t work anymore and I still
feel like I’m drowning.

“Families on low incomes, we need a
bit more support. A fuel allowance or a
medical card even.”

Asked her response to the prevailing
narrative that the recession is over, that
the country is booming, she half-smiles.

“The real Ireland is not booming.
Those saying it, they might have their
painted picture, or they have their blink-
ers on and don’t want to hear about the
poverty of people like me and my chil-
dren. But it’s very real, very real when
you’re going through it.”

W
hen we consid-
er the devastat-
ing impact
poverty can
have on chil-
dren inevitably

we think of their family circum-
stances. Some children, and
some families, are more likely
to live with the privations
inflicted by poverty – including
inadequate food, lack of heat,
second-hand clothes and the
absence of such simple pleas-
ures as an occasional meal out
or membership of a sports club.

In Ireland 2017, while 3.9 per
cent of homes with children and
two parents were in the harsh-
est consistent poverty, a stag-
gering 20.7 per cent of homes
headed by single-parents were.

Looking at the lives of two
single parents – one in Ireland
and one in Finland one in
Ireland, one in poverty and one
not – makes clear that poverty is
not just about income. It is also
about the resources, supports,
services and structures – or lack

of these things – that society
puts around these families.

Kukka Miikkulainen, a
separated mother of four
children, aged six, 10, 12 and 18,
lives in the Finnish capital,
Helsinki. With a Master’s
degree, Miikkulainen works in
the science department at Aalto
University in Espoo, an urban
centre adjacent to Helsinki. She
has a take-home pay of about
¤2,800 a month after paying
taxes – income and municipal
taxes and health insurance – of
up to 56 per cent.

Though she describes her
income as “quite low” and
managing on it as “very tough”,
Kukka Miikkulainen’s life and
that of her children is dramati-
cally different from that of Orla
Corrigan, a single mother in
rural Co Offaly.

While Miikkulainen’s chil-
dren grow up in a country with
a child poverty rate of 3.6 per
cent, Corrigan’s are among the
18.4 per cent of Irish children in
poverty.

Kitty
Holland
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I
n Finland, even before her children
were born, Kukka Miikkulainen was
accessing state supports for her chil-
dren. While pregnant with each she

signed up with Kela – the Social Insurance
Institution – both to receive ante-natal
care and to get a “baby box” halfway
through pregnancy.

The “box”, provided to every new mum
since 1949, contains ¤200–¤300 of essen-
tials such as babygros, booties, socks, leg-
gings, a snow-suit, nappies, blankets and
information for new mothers. It also con-
tains an infant-mattress, so the box can be
used as baby’s first bed. This innovation
has been credited in part for Finland hav-
ing one of the lowest infant mortality
rates in the world.

Miikkulainen had 10 months’ paid ma-
ternity and parental leave, though many
mothers take up to three years off at lower
benefit rates. On returning to work she
had a constitutional right to free or very af-
fordable childcare, provided by the Hel-
sinki municipality. She pays ¤280 a
month for her six year-old, for weekdays
from 7 am until 5 pm.

“That’s cheap compared to Ireland I
guess but compared to Germany it’s not
cheap,” she says. Finland invests 1.3 per
cent of its GDP in early childhood educa-
tion, compared with an OECD average of
0.8 per cent and an Irish investment of
0.5 per cent.

Finnish children can attend kindergar-
den and pre-school – free of charge or
heavily subsidised – until they are six, be-
ginning primary school aged seven.

At school, Miikkulainen’s children get
a hot, nutritious meal daily. This has been
the case across Finland since 1943. The
thinking after the second World War was
that the population had to be built up – ed-
ucationally, professionally and nutrition-
ally.

Women were facilitated, indeed expect-
ed, to work outside the home. Fundamen-
tal to this would be freeing them from the
domestic sphere – here the state stepped
in to ensure all children got a meal a day
and a free, high-quality education no mat-
ter what their background.

During school holidays too, every child
in Helsinki is entitled to a daily meal at
one of the 65 municipal playgrounds, en-
suring none experiences “holiday hun-
ger”. On a visit to Meilahti secondary
school, in a socially mixed area of Helsin-
ki, principal Riitta Erkinjutti tells how all
books, after-school activities and meals
are free to the 430 pupils.

Erkinjutti shows some of the classes.
There are nine pupils in a chemistry class,
ten in a textiles class and 23 – the largest
we visit – in a music class.

Like others, the school has among its
staff a counsellor, psychologist, social
worker, doctor and nurse. These profes-
sionals meet weekly with teaching staff,
“to discuss the kids and any we feel need

additional support,” says Erkinjutti.
“If a child needs more support on a reg-

ular basis with for example dyslexia,
ADHD, difficulties at home or if they are
absent too often that [support] is provid-
ed. The focus is always on the child and
whatever is best for them.”

The school has an annual budget of
¤3.9 million, of which ¤2.5 million is ac-
counted for by teachers’ salaries, and
¤1.02 million is rent and utilities, paid to
the municipality. The remaining
¤400,000 is spent on equipment, books
and food.

On the school menu the day The Irish
Times visits is a vegetarian-only option –
cauliflower cheese, potato croquettes,
brown rice, salad, with fruit and yoghurt
for dessert, and water or milk. The teach-
ers eat the same menu, in the same dining
hall.

Miikkulainen says the fact that her chil-
dren get a hot meal is a “great help”. “The
general benefits for every child are quite
good, but if you are really struggling it’s
not that great...The childcare cost is diffi-
cult, and housing costs in Helsinki are
high.

“We have a four-bedroom apartment.
The rent is ¤1,400 – half my salary. I get
¤350 [housing benefit] towards it.”

Most Finns whose income is stretched
are entitled to a housing allowance wheth-
er they rent or own their home with
amounts dependent on the income of, and
number of people in, the household.

She gets maintenance from her ex-hus-
band. This involves an annual appoint-
ment with Kela, the municipal social ser-
vices, with her ex.

“They look at the salary of both parents
and then they calculate. Then you have to
apply for some benefit from the
state...which is ¤154 a month per child.”

She and her children have access to
free GP and medical care and in the sum-
mer she is entitled to a “summer bonus” –
half a month’s salary – to help with the ad-
ditional cost of children being off school.

Last summer they went to Germany
and the Netherlands to visit family. “It
was really nice, even though I could have
used that money to pay some bills,” she
smiles.

The municipality provides activities
outside school for younger children, un-
der the mantra , “every child has a right to
a hobby”. Miikkulainen is unimpressed by
this when put to her, saying there are just
“some activities” and often those that chil-
dren want, like ice-hockey classes, are un-
available and cost up to ¤200 a term pri-
vately. “So there are lots of kids who don’t
have a hobby after school.”

She also says that many essential servic-
es, such as daycare, are far better provid-
ed in Helsinki than in other parts of Fin-
land, where single mothers struggle more
than she does, to access education and
employment.

OrlaCorrigan
‘Moneyis24/7inmymind’

KukkaMiikkulainen
‘Therentishalfmysalary’

We’re left with
maybe ¤580 a

month.We start off with
the bills. Electricity is a
nightmare. I have a
pre-paymeter and try to
keep it going on ¤40 a
week, but too often it
runs out
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■ Top: Orla Corrigan pictured at her
home in Cloneygowan, Co Offaly.
Above right: KukkaMiikkulainen, a
separatedmother of four children lives
in the Finnish capital, Helsinki.
PHOTOGRAPHS: TOM O’HANLON, KITTY HOLLAND

‘‘

Ireland

6 THE IRISH TIMES
Saturday, January 19 , 2019


