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Introduction

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) recognises that children 

deserve	to	be	highly	valued	for	the	unique	contribution	they	make	through	just	being	children.	

The Convention spells out the basic human rights to which children everywhere are entitled 

and	has	four	guiding	principles:

•	 all	children	should	be	entitled	to	basic	rights	without	discrimination;	

•	 		the	best	interests	of	the	child	should	be	the	primary	concern	of	decision-making;	

•	 children	have	the	right	to	life,	survival	and	development;	

•	 the	views	of	children	must	be	taken	into	account	in	matters	affecting	them.	

The UNCRC was unanimously adopted by the UN General Assembly on 20 November 1989 

and was ratified by Ireland in 1992. Since that time, and in particular since the publication of 

Ireland’s National Children’s Strategy in 2000, a number of developments have taken place in 

Ireland to reflect the importance of the UNCRC. 

As	one	step	in	ensuring	that	the	views	of	children	are	taken	into	account	in	matters	affecting	

them, a formal local and national structure has been put in place in Ireland. Dáil na nÓg is the 

national	youth	parliament	for	young	people,	aged	12-18	years.	The	parliament	meets	once	a	

year	and	provides	young	people	with	an	opportunity	to	feed	their	concerns	into	public	policy.	

Young people are elected to Dáil na nÓg through their local Comhairle na nÓg (youth council) 

and these Comhairlí are in place at county level in Ireland. 



The issues for discussion at Dáil na nÓg are decided by the young people themselves. In 2006, 

the	main	topics	under	discussion	were:	

•	 Migration/Interculturalism:

 - Identity, images of ourselves and others

	 -	Prejudice	and	language

	 -	Promoting	inclusiveness	and	equality

	 -	Human	rights	and	the	rights	of	young	people

	 -	People	on	the	move	—	migrant	workers	and	asylum-seekers

•	 Facilities	for	young	people:

	 -	Design	and	implementation

	 -	Structured	recreation	and	motivation

	 -	Youth-friendly	and	safe	facilities

	 -	Young	people	who	are	marginalised,	disadvantaged	or	have	a	disability

 - Information and evaluation

The Office of the Minister for Children, however, considered that, in light of Ireland’s Second 

Report on the implementation of the UNCRC, young people should have an opportunity to 

give their views on a breadth of issues. Consequently, a follow-up survey was undertaken with 

the 198 delegates who participated in the 2006 Dáil na nÓg. The results of that follow-up 

survey	are	presented	in	this	report.

How we see it
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1 Survey Method

There were 198 children and young people from each of the 34 local authority Comhairlí na nÓg 

areas at the 2006 Dáil na nÓg. Delegates ranged in age from 12 to 18 years. The representation 

at the Dáil reflects as closely as possible the socio-economic profile of the population in general. 

Some	delegates	come	from	special	interest	or	minority	groups,	including,	among	others,	children	

and	young	people	with	disabilities,	and	children	and	young	people	from	the	Traveller	and	immigrant	

communities. This ensures that the Dáil represents a broad range of young people.

The	following	considerations	were	taken	into	account	when	selecting	delegates	to	participate:

• Gender

•	 Socio-economic	background

•	 Age

• Capacity to participate

•	 Urban/rural	background

• Marginalised groups with special needs

There was a response rate of 59% (n = 117) and each of the 26 counties in the Republic of Ireland 

was	represented.	Not	surprisingly,	the	highest	percentage	of	responses	came	from	the	two	largest	

cities in Ireland — Dublin (10%, n = 12) and Cork (8%, n = 9).

Young people who took part in survey

Age of survey respondents

The	survey	was	completed	by	117	young	people.	The	age	of	respondents	ranged	from	12	to	

18 years (see Figure 1). Of the total number of respondents, 21% (n = 25) were aged 12-14 

years, almost three-quarters (73%, n = 85) were aged 15-17 years, while a further 6% (n = 7) 

were	aged	18	years.
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Fewer boys than girls took part in the survey. Just over one-third of all respondents (34%, 	

n = 40) were male, while over half were female (54%, n = 63). It was not possible to classify 8% 

of respondents (n = 9). 

73%

21%

6%
Figure 1: Age of respondents

12 - 14

15 - 17

1�

A number of questionnaires were examined, which had been used elsewhere in seeking the 

views of children and young people. A questionnaire previously used by Sánte Canada, in its 

survey of young people on issues related to the UN Special Session on Children, was found to 

be suitable for use in Ireland. Permission to use the questionnaire was sought and approved.

The questionnaire reflects the Articles of the UNCRC and covers the following six topics: 

•	 Participation

•	 Fair	treatment	and	anti-discrimination

•	 Poverty:	Food,	clothing	and	housing

•	 Peace	and	safety

•	 Environment

•	 Other	issues

Having	received	parental	consent,	the	questionnaire	was	then	sent	to	children	and	young	

people. It was also available for completion using an online format supported by the software 

Keypoint®.	

Questionnaire
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2 Findings

TOPIC 1: Participation by children and young people

The	survey	asked	respondents	whether	children	and	young	people	should	be	involved	in	

making	important	decisions	about	matters	directly	affecting	them,	if	they	want	to	contribute.	

Young	people	were	overwhelmingly	in	favour	of	being	included	in	the	decision-making	process	

on issues affecting their lives, with 82% (n = 95) agreeing with this statement (see Table 1). 

A further 16% (n = 19) agreed that young people should ‘sometimes’ be involved. Only 1% 

responded that they should not be involved in the process, while another 1% chose the ‘not 

sure’ response category.

Table 1:  Should children and young people be involved in making 
important decisions about matters directly affecting them?

Response Number	(n) %

Yes 95 82

Sometimes 19 16

Rarely 0 0

No 1 <1

Not	sure 1 <1

Young	people	were	also	asked	whether	they	felt	respected	when	they	voiced	their	opinions	

and	ideas	on	issues	of	importance	to	them.	Responses	to	this	question	were	more	divided	

than in the case of the previous question (see Figure 2). Only 8% of respondents (n = 9) 

felt their views were respected and a further 50% (n = 60) reported their opinions were 

‘sometimes’ respected. Almost one-third of young people (32%, n = 37) felt their opinions 

were ‘rarely’ respected, while 8% (n = 9) felt their opinions were not respected. 2% indicated 

they were ‘not sure’.

Figure 2:  Do young people feel respected when they voice their views 
and opinions?

50%

32%

�%

�%
2%

Yes
Sometimes
Rarely
No
Not sure



How we see it

15

Respondents reported that Dáil na nÓg is an excellent forum in which to express their views 

and noted that it is a very good opportunity to put their ideas into action. In addition, they 

noted	that	it	lets	young	people	know	that	they	are	being	listened	to	properly	and	that	their	

ideas are not being dismissed. As one respondent (boy, aged 16) stated: 

‘I would like Dail na nOg to be more frequent and become more like 
a mirror image of the real Dail. It is an excellent idea and if it is 
implemented fully then it could achieve so much more than trying to solve 
individual issues.’

Other suggestions made to ensure young people have a chance to express their views and 

opinions	were:

• Make sure every school has a student council.

•	 Set	aside	radio,	TV	and	newspaper	segments	for	youth	opinions	and	ideas.

•  Dáil and Comhairle na nÓg are good, but more publicity is needed to raise public 

awareness and Dáil meetings should be held more often than once a year.

• More communication needed between young people and officials.

‘
‘

‘

TOPIC 1: Participation by children and young people



Survey	respondents	were	asked	their	views	on	discrimination	and	whether	they	felt	that	

children and young people were treated unfairly. One in 5 respondents (19%, n = 22) 

reported that children and young people are treated unfairly and a further 68% (n = 80) 

reported that it happens ‘sometimes’ (see Figure 3).

Figure 3: Are children and young people treated unfairly?

The	survey	also	asked	whether	society	provides	enough	help	to	children	and	young	people	

who	are	being	discriminated	against.	There	was	wide	variation	in	the	response	to	this	question	

(see Figure 4). 12% of respondents (n = 14) believe that ‘yes’, society does provide enough help 

to children and young people who are discriminated against. Almost one-quarter (23.1%, n = 

27) felt that society ‘sometimes’ provides adequate help to these vulnerable children. Almost 

one-fifth (18.8%, n = 22) felt that society ‘rarely’ provides enough help. However, the majority 

of 36% (n = 43) felt society does not provide enough help to those children and young people 

who are discriminated against. 10.3% (n = 12) chose the ‘not sure’ response category.
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TOPIC 2: Fair treatment and anti-discrimination

Yes
Sometimes
Rarely
No
Not sure

6�%

19%

9%

2%
2%



Figure 4:  Does society provide enough help to children and young people 
who are being discriminated against?

Education	around	issues	of	discrimination	within	schools	and	youth	clubs	was	recognised	by	

respondents	as	a	key	requirement	in	tackling	this	problem.	They	felt	that	children	must	be	

educated	on	the	way	society	is	changing	in	order	to	have	a	better,	more	informed	attitude	

towards others within our new multicultural society. One respondent (boy, aged 16) suggested 

a	couple	of	ways	of	changing	things:

‘Set up youth groups where all young people from different backgrounds are brought 
together to get to know about each other. Have cultures and different religions taught 
in schools more, so young people can understand different people more.’

Other	suggestions	made	to	ensure	that	children	and	young	people	are	not	discriminated		

against	and	are	treated	with	respect	included:

•	 Educate	children	at	national	school	level	about	how	society	is	changing.

•	 Encourage	more	community	involvement.

• Bring children from different backgrounds together.

• Make sure children know their rights now and when they grow up.

•  Get everybody involved in activities together. Team-building and trust are very important. 

Everyone	has	to	depend	on	each	other	equally.

How we see it
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Yes
Sometimes
Rarely
No
Not sure

36%

10%
12%

23%

19%

TOPIC 2: Fair treatment and anti-discrimination



Respondents’ views were sought on the scale and severity of poverty within Ireland. They 

were	asked	whether	they	thought	that	poverty	is	a	problem	for	some	children	and	young	

people.

From the responses, it is clear that almost all children believe that to some extent poverty is 

a problem for children and young people, with only 8% reporting that it was ‘rarely’ a problem 

(see Figure 5). Over 70% of children and young people believe that poverty is a problem for 

the young in Ireland. 16% reported that poverty is ‘sometimes’ a problem.

Figure 5:  Do you think poverty is a problem for some children  
and young people?

Helping	children	and	young	people	living	in	poverty

Respondents	emphasised	that	society	must	be	made	more	aware	of	the	serious	degree	of	

poverty that exists. When raising awareness and educating society on the issue of children 

living	in	poverty,	respondents	suggest	that	young	people,	as	well	as	adults,	should	be	involved	

so they feel they are making a constructive contribution. As one respondent (girl, aged 16) said:

‘The Government should make it their priority to ensure that children receive an 
education and give them a chance in life.’

TOPIC 3: Poverty
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Other	ways	suggested	of	helping	children	living	in	poverty	included:

•	 	Encourage	and	subsidise	organisations	that	provide	accommodation,	assistance	and	food	

for	children	and	families	living	in	poverty.

•  Improve the facilities and resources within disadvantaged areas.

•	 		Encourage	children	and	young	people	living	in	poverty	to	remain	in	school.

•	 	Provide	special	educational	supports	and	classes	aimed	directly	at	disadvantaged	pupils.

•	 	Reduce	the	cost	of	school	uniforms	and	school	books	to	make	going	to	school	more	

affordable.

•	 	Recognise	that	inclusion	is	important.

•	 	Provide	free	youth	clubs	and	community	groups	where	children	from	disadvantaged	

backgrounds can mix freely with other children.

•	 	Listen	to	children	and	young	people	living	in	poverty	and	let	them	know	that	the	problem	

of	poverty	is	being	tackled	seriously	and	that	all	children	are	equally	important,	regardless	

of	their	background.

•	 Provide	more	help	and	funding	for	homeless	children	living	on	the	streets.

How we see it
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Respondents	were	asked	to	report	whether	they	thought	children	and	young	people	live	in	a	

place that is peaceful and safe. Only 10.4% (n = 12) of respondents agreed with this statement 

(see Figure 6). Almost two-thirds (65.2%, n = 75) believe that children and young people 

‘sometimes’ live in a peaceful and safe place. 13% (n = 15) reported that children and young 

people did not live in a peaceful and safe place, and a further 8% (n = 9) indicated that they did 

so ‘rarely’.

Figure 6:  Do children and young people live in a place that is peaceful 
and safe?

Respondents	were	also	asked	whether	they	thought	children	and	young	people	knew	who	to	

ask	or	turn	to	for	help	if	they	were	not	feeling	safe.	There	was	a	wide	variation	in	response	

to this question (see Figure 7). Of particular concern is the fact that over half the respondents 

(53%) believed that children and young people either ‘rarely’ know or do not know who to 

ask	for	help.	This	highlights	a	need	for	education	and	raising	awareness	among	children	and	

young	people	of	the	supports	and	services	available	to	them.

20
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TOPIC 4: Peace and safety
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Rarely
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Figure 7:  Do children and young people know who to ask for help  
if feeling unsafe?

Keeping	children	and	young	people	safe

Suggestions	made	by	respondents	on	how	to	keep	children	and	young	people	safe	included:

•	 	Educate	children	and	young	people	on	road	safety.

•	 	Hold	classes	on	personal	safety	beginning	at	an	early	age,	where	children	are	taught	how	

best	to	protect	and	keep	themselves	safe.

•  Implement drug and alcohol education programmes in schools to make children and young 

people	aware	of	the	serious	associated	dangers.

•  Improve child protection legislation and increase number of social workers.

•	 	Provide	recreational	facilities	to	keep	children	off	the	streets	and	occupied	in	a	safe,	

healthy	manner.

One respondent (aged 17) from Carlow Comhairle na nÓg summed it up when he said: 

‘The lessons about society need to start in primary school as children are growing 
up a lot quicker. Nowadays, they need to know who to turn to, call and even how to 
interact with their peers as a lot of young people don’t even know how to say “no”.’

Yes
Sometimes
Rarely
No
Not sure

12%

33%

27%

26%

2%
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2 Findings

TOPIC 5: Environment

Respondents	were	asked	whether	they	thought	enough	people	respected	the	environment	and	

helped keep it clean and safe. The vast majority of respondents (almost 70%) felt that enough 

people do not respect the environment or help keep it clean (see Table 2). A further 12% 	

(n = 14) indicated that enough respect is given to the environment ‘sometimes’, while just over 

16% (n = 19) replied that this ‘rarely’ happened. Only two respondents actually agreed with the 

statement	that	enough	people	respect	the	environment	and	help	keep	it	clean	and	safe.

Table 2:  Do you think enough people respect the environment and help keep 
it clean and safe?

Response Number	(n) %

Yes 2 <2

Sometimes 14 12

Rarely 19 16

No 81 70

Not	sure 0 0

Can	young	people	make	a	difference?

Respondents	were	also	asked	whether	they	thought	children	and	young	people	could	make	

a	difference	by	helping	keep	the	environment	clean	and	safe.	There	was	almost	complete	

consensus on this issue, with almost 90% of respondents (88.9%, n = 104) believing that 

children and young people can make a difference by helping to improve the environment (see 

Figure 8). A further 6% felt that children and young people could ‘sometimes’ make a difference. 

Just over 5% were less positive, with 1.7% believing that children and young people can ‘rarely’ 

make a difference and 3.4% saying that they cannot make a difference.

Figure �:  Do you think children and young people can make a difference 
by helping keep the environment clean and safe?

Yes
Sometimes
Rarely
No
Not sure

0%

�9%

2%

6%

3%
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How	does	an	unclean	environment	affect	children?

Question	14	of	the	survey	invited	respondents	to	set	out	how	they	believe	an	unclean	

polluted	environment	affects	children	and	young	people.	Some	of	the	responses	included:

•  It sets a bad example to children and young people.

•  Children learn bad habits and won’t understand that they need to appreciate and respect 

the	environment.

•  It makes it not safe for children and this leads to play areas being closed.

•  It is dangerous and creates a health hazard.

•	 	Pollution	is	bad	for	the	general	health	and	well-being	of	children	and	can	also	make	them	

feel	down	and	depressed.

•  An unclean polluted place affects children and young people’s pride of place. They don’t 

see	where	they	live	as	somewhere	to	feel	proud	of.

As one respondent (girl, aged 16) commented:

‘Children should grow up in a clean and unpolluted environment because 
pollution can affect children’s long-term health and affect them in later 
life. Growing up in a clean environment also shows children how important 
it is to keep the environment tidy and it also shows how much better the 
world is as a clean and unpolluted place.’
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The	questionnaire	asked	whether	respondents	wanted	to	comment	on	any	other	important	

issues	that	they	felt	were	of	concern	to	children	or	young	people.	Five	key	areas	were	

identified as follows:

Drug	and	alcohol	abuse

Binge drinking and drug abuse were singled out as major problems among young people. Young 

people suggest that the Government should make an information programme on the effects 

of	these	drugs,	to	be	shown	to	all	young	people	in	an	effort	to	make	them	more	aware	of	the	

serious	negative	effects	of	drug	abuse.

Lack	of	recreational	facilities	

Children and young people highlighted the need for more recreational facilities to be provided. 

Suggestions	made	for	improvements	included	youth	cafés	and	youth	centres,	which	would	

help	to	keep	young	people	and	children	off	the	streets	where	they	may	get	into	trouble.	

Respondents identified a particular need for play and recreational facilities for young people 

within	rural	areas,	where	they	said	such	facilities	are	especially	lacking.

Racism

The	issue	of	racism	was	highlighted	as	a	big	problem	among	young	people.	Suggestions	made	

included	the	implementation	of	programmes	about	multiculturalism	and	racism	in	primary	

and	secondary	schools,	so	that	young	people	are	better	educated	and	more	culturally	aware.	

Respondents	noted	that	this	will	foster	a	greater	understanding	and	acceptance	of	foreign	and	

different	cultures.

TOPIC 6: Other issues
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Age	limits

Respondents	highlighted	widespread	dissatisfaction	in	relation	to	the	age	at	which	a	young	

person is considered to be an ‘adult’ and they said a clear and concise definition is needed. 

Specifically, they identified different ages associated with when a young person can:

•	 	drive;

•	 	drink	alcohol;

•  have sex;

•	 	vote;

•  be considered an ‘adult’ for the purposes of public transport.

Public	transport

Respondents	highlighted	the	need	for	an	improved	public	transport	system.	They	also	noted	

that	children	and	young	people	should	be	provided	with	better	and	safer	transport	to	school	

on school buses. The cost of public transport for children and young people was also identified 

as	a	problem.
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3 Conclusions

This report presents the views of children and young people on specific issues relating to 

the implementation of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 

in Ireland. The views were collected in a follow-up survey of young people who attended 

the 2006 Dáil na nÓg. In total, 117 children and young people took part in the survey, aged 

12-18 years, and each of the 26 counties in the Republic of Ireland was represented. The 

questionnaire used focused specifically on issues pertaining to the UNCRC and was developed 

and used previously by Sánte Canada.

Overall, the findings demonstrate that the majority of young people in this survey are aware of 

their rights under the UNCRC and are also aware that those rights need to be asserted more 

fully. Only one respondent, for example, reported that children and young people should not 

be involved in making decisions about matters that affect them. However, 60% of respondents 

indicated that their views are or are ‘sometimes’ respected. Among the suggestions made for 

improvements	in	this	area	were	increases	in	the	number	of	student	councils,	media	inclusion	

and greater awareness of the Comhairle and Dáil na nÓg.

Respondents	also	showed	an	understanding	of	issues	related	to	discrimination,	poverty	and	

lack of safety in respect of children and young people in Ireland. Almost 90% of respondents 

reported that children and young people are or are ‘sometimes’ discriminated against and over 

70% indicated that poverty is a problem for young people in Ireland. Two-thirds of respondents, 

however,	reported	that	society	does	not	do	enough	to	help	children	and	young	people	who	

are	being	discriminated	against.	Again,	suggestions	for	improvements	in	this	area	demonstrate	

an	important	recognition	by	young	people	of	their	own	potential	for	making	a	contribution	to	

society.	Their	suggestions	for	helping	children	living	in	poverty	included	encouragement	and	

financial subsidies, as well as improved educational opportunities and greater levels of inclusion.

Of all respondents, 13% reported that children and young people did not live in a peaceful 

and	safe	place,	and	less	than	half	reported	that	children	and	young	people	knew	who	to	ask	

for	help	in	situations	when	they	felt	unsafe.	Again,	the	variety	of	responses	suggests	a	breadth	

of understanding about situations where children may be placed at risk. Areas identified 

included	road	safety	and	drug	and	alcohol	abuse.	Respondents	highlighted	the	importance	

of	recreational	facilities	and	also	the	need	for	legislative	protection	for	children	and	young	

people. They also identified significant adverse impacts on them as a consequence of living 

in an unclean and unsafe environment. It is noteworthy that only two respondents reported 

that	people	respect	the	environment	enough	and	do	enough	to	keep	it	safe	and	clean.	There	

was almost complete consensus (90%), however, on the point that young people could make a 

difference	to	their	environment,	again	drawing	attention	to	the	recognition	these	young	people	

have	of	their	own	capacity	to	make	a	positive	contribution	to	society.
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In addition to the prescribed areas directly reflecting the UNCRC, comments were also made 

by respondents in respect of five unsolicited areas. These were drug and alcohol abuse, lack of 

recreational	facilities,	racism,	age	limits	and	public	transport.

To conclude, the findings from this survey clearly indicate that when asked their opinions, 

young	people	are	articulate,	rational	and	insightful	in	their	responses.	They	have	a	clear	

awareness	of	their	right	to	be	heard	and	have	important	messages	for	society	about	their	

frustration	and	disappointment	when	they	are	not	respected,	listened	to	or	given	opportunities	

to participate. They demonstrate an understanding of the difficulties facing children and young 

people	across	a	broad	range	of	areas	and	are	clear	that	young	people	have	the	potential	to	

make a significant contribution to the lives of others.

A comment by one respondent (girl, aged 17) sums up this conclusion:

‘Young people don’t always give a great image to people, but when given 
the chance and opportunity we really can pull together and make a 
difference.’
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