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Youth issues



Introduction
One of the main reasons why people don’t take an active part in decision making processes 
is a lack of information. If you have facts and figures at your finger tips, it’s much easier to 
back up your beliefs and fight your cause. This section will highlight the type of information 
which is available from all kinds of sources, once you take the time and effort to check out 
books, magazines, libraries, websites, people, etc.

Through research methods and using online questionnaires, we have identified three main 
issues which young people feel are the most important to highlight in this resource. These 
issues can be categorised under the headings of:

• Youth rights
• Youth health; and 
• Social activities for young people.

We have by no means collected all of the information and resources out there. However, we 
have given enough to get you started and give you some idea of what kind of work is being 
carried out in these areas.

You can work through this section and get a feel for the various topics or you can select 
one of your own issues as identified in Section 2 and research the area yourself. In turn, 
section 5 will introduce you to the skills required to take action – leading to the build up of 
motivation and confidence to do so.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Issue 1: Youth rights

Introduction
This section is aimed at informing young people of their rights and their entitlements, 
based on the U.N. Convention of the Rights of the Child. Ireland signed up to the Convention 
in 1992. This means that, although not all of children’s rights have been made into law, 
there is still a responsibility on people to abide by these rights. Knowing your rights leads to 
empowerment. The more aware you are of what you are entitled to, the more you can stick 
up for yourself and campaign against things that infringe upon your rights. This section 
should be used as a guide to inform youth groups about their rights in relation to a wide 
range of issues and topics they may wish to address and take action about in the future.

Youth rights:15

Refers to a set of philosophies intended to enhance civil rights for young people. Youth 
Rights Movements seek to enhance the role of young people in society through equal 
rights, youth participation, youth/adult partnerships, and ultimately, intergenerational fair 
play and justice.

What is a Right? 16

To explain what a ‘right’ is, people often talk about the difference between ‘wants’ and 
‘needs’. Sometimes there are things that we really want to have or do, like a new computer 
game perhaps, or going to see our favourite band playing live. These kinds of things can feel 
like needs because we want them so much. However, these things aren’t needs: we might 
not want to live without them, but we can.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
15 From Wikipedia - website
16 Children’s Rights alliance –website
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Needs are things that we have to have, or be able to do, so that we can live and live well. 
For example, to stay alive and be healthy, we need food, clean water, sleep, a place to live 
and people to look after us when we are sick. Rights are like needs. They are basic things 
that people must have or be able to do to live a healthy, safe and good life. We need food, 
for example, and so we have a right to food. We need to be able to learn and so we have a 
right to education.

Other people have a duty to respect and meet these basic needs or ‘rights’. The 
Government has the main responsibility to make sure that people’s rights are respected. 
The Government also has a responsibility to help parents and guardians to meet children’s 
and young people’s rights and needs.

Strategies for achieving youth rights include developing youth programmes and joining 
organisations that promote youth activism, youth participation, youth empowerment, 
youth voice, youth/adult partnerships and intergenerational equity between young 
people and adults.



What are ‘children’s rights?’
In Ireland, youth rights are also referred to as ‘Children’s rights’, i.e. human rights for 
children and young people under 18 years of age. A separate set of rights has been created 
for children and young people because childhood is a very special and important time in all 
our lives. It’s a time when we do a lot of growing, learning and exploring. It’s a time when 
we are more likely to need others to look after us and help keep us safe. And it’s a time 
that should be about having fun and enjoying ourselves. 

Do children and young people have responsibilities too?
Yes. Children and young people have rights and responsibilities. In fact, rights and 
responsibilities are very closely linked. They’re a bit like two sides of the same coin. 

There are two kinds of responsibilities that children and young people have. 

• Firstly, if you can, you should play a part in protecting your own rights. For  
 example, you are doing something about your right to education when you make  
 the most of the chances you have to learn. And you are doing your bit to protect  
 your right to health if you avoid doing things that you know can damage your  
 health - like eating too much fast food or smoking.

• Secondly, you have a responsibility to respect the rights of other people. For  
 example, you have a right to have a say and be heard. You also have a  
 responsibility to let other people have their say and to listen to what they have  
 to say. 

What is the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child?
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child is a very important agreement 
between almost all of the governments in the world. If you look at our summary of what 
this agreement says (Your Rights), you will see that the Convention names 41 different 
rights for children and young people. These rights are for all children and young people 
under 18 years of age. 

What has the Convention got to do with me?
The Irish Government has promised to do everything it can to make the rights named in 
the Convention a reality for all children and young people in this country who are under 
18. The reason why this promise is for children and young people under 18 is because the 
Convention defines a ‘child’ as a person who is under 18 years of age. 

Of course, some of you will not think of yourselves as being ‘children’ any more. However, 
if you are under 18, this Convention is your Convention too, and the rights named in it are 
your rights.
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Case Study: BeLonG To’s ‘Stop Homophobic 
Bullying in School Campaign’
This case study highlights the right to be safe and express your 
own sexuality.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
In partnership with The Equality Authority, young people at BeLonG To designed posters 
and materials to send to School Principals, SPHE Teachers and Guidance Counsellors 
around the country. The materials came from a peer support initiative to highlight the 
issue of homophobic bullying and to offer support to students and teachers. Homophobic 
bullying is a huge issue for LGBT17 young people. Many of the members experience it on a 
daily basis. Young people at BeLonG To, (fired up from our previous campaign!) decided to 
do something about it! At the BeLonG To meeting in 2005, young people spent a number of 
sessions brainstorming the kinds of campaigning actions which could be taken in the area 
of bullying. A number of different suggestions came up, including public demonstrations, 
writing a pop song and petitioning the Minister for Education. Through further discussion 
the group decided that sending materials to schools would have the most far-reaching 
impact.

The group came up with various imagery that they thought would best address the issue. 
This imagery was then photographed, worked on by a designer and returned to the group. 
Through discussion it emerged that a good number of people were not happy with the 
imagery. A subgroup of 4 young people was set up to further work on the images and 
a second subgroup began working strategically to gain support for the campaign. The 
Equality Authority was contacted and asked if they would launch the campaign. After 
some deliberation they suggested that to have the greatest impact they should join with 
BeLonG To as a partner organisation. This immediately doubled the budget and added 
huge credibility to the project.

They then worked to get the endorsement of key educational stakeholders. This was a 
long and arduous process, but it worked! The materials and campaign were endorsed by: 
An Garda Siochana, The ASTI, The TUI, The Union of Secondary School Students, Parents 
Support, Pobal, The National Parents’ Council of Ireland and The Association of Principals 
and Deputy Principals. In order to work in partnership with the Equality Authority the 
group had to attend many meetings! This process was in fact hugely empowering to the 
young people involved, a core group of 6, who attended all meetings and who had their 
voices heard at these meetings.

They worked closely with a design company employed by the Equality Authority. This work 
included young people coming up with their own graphic designs, commenting on the 
designer’s drafts and directing this process. We arranged a photo shoot for the posters. 
Young people were involved in choosing the models and arranging the shoot – which took 
place in the school of one of the group.
          
The materials were launched in 2007 by the Minister for Youth Affairs. They were 
then sent to every secondary school in the country. The numbers of young people 
seeking support from BeLonG To has increased hugely as a result and a huge sense of 
achievement was felt by all involved.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
17 Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual & Transgender
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Your rights
In this part of our resource, you can find out what your rights are. The rights we tell you 
about here are named in the U.N. Convention on the Rights of the Child. The Convention 
names 41 different rights of children and young people. We have grouped these 41 rights 
under the following headings:18

• A ‘child’ is …
• You all have rights
• Being you
• Family and being cared for
• Education and working
• Play and leisure
• Well being and health
• Being safe and protected
• Getting information and having a say

If you don’t understand something about any of the rights named under any of these 
themes, ask a parent, guardian, carer, youth worker or teacher to explain it to you.

A ‘child’ is…
The Convention says that a ‘child’ is a person who is under 18 years of age. So, even though 
some of you might not think of yourselves as ‘children’ any more, if you are under 18, this is 
your Convention, and the rights named in it are your rights too. (Article 1)

You all have rights
The rights named in the Convention are for EVERY child and young person under 18. 
Whoever you are; Whoever your parents, guardians and carers are;  Wherever you come 
from; Wherever you live; Whatever language you speak; Whatever your skin colour is; 
Whether you are a boy or a girl; Whether you have a disability; Whatever religion you are; 
Whether you are rich or poor. These rights are for ALL of you. (Article 2)

It’s mainly up to the Irish Government to make sure that all children and young people in 
Ireland have the rights named in the Convention. (Article 4)

Being you
You have a right to have a name. When you are born, your name, your parents’ names 
and the date of your birth should be written down. You have the right to a nationality, for 
example, to be ‘Irish’ or ‘Indian’ or ‘Nigerian’ or ‘Japanese’. You also have a right to know 
who your parents are. (Article 7)

Knowing your name, nationality and who your parents are helps you to know who you are: 
these are part of your identity. Sometimes children and young people lose a part of their 
identity , for example, this can happen to a refugee child or young person if they had to 
move to another country and they had their name changed or altered to another language. 
A child or young person who loses a part of his or her identity (for example, his or her 
name) has the right to find it and get it back. (Article 8 and Article 22)

You have the right to think and believe what you like. You also have the right to choose your 
religion. Your parents or guardians should help you to learn about right and wrong and to 
make choices about your religion. You should make sure that thinking and believing what 
you like and practising your religion does not mean hurting or disrespecting other people. 
(Article 14) 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
18 Taken from Children’s rights alliance wedsite



You have a right to privacy. You also have the right to your ‘honour’ and ‘reputation’. This 
means that you have the right to be respected and not to have untruthful things said about 
you. (Article 16) 

If you have a disability, you have the right to the care and education you need to enjoy your 
childhood and to grow up to live a full and active life. (Article 23) 
Enable Ireland - www.enableireland.ie/kids 

If you belong to a minority group (for example, if you are a Traveller), you have the right to 
enjoy your own culture, use your own language and practise your own religion. (Article 30) 
Irish Traveller Movement - www.itmtrav.com 
National Anti-Racism Awareness Programme - www.knowracism.ie 

Family and being cared for 
Your parents or guardians are responsible for bringing you up. They should bring you up in 
a way that respects your growing ability to understand and to do things for yourself. The 
government must support and help your parents or guardians to bring you up. (Article 5) 
Barnardos - www.barnardos.ie/family.html 
 
You have the right to live with both your parents, so long as this is best for you. If you are 
separated from one or both of your parents, you have the right to stay in touch with them. 
(Article 9) 

If you and your parents are living in different countries, you have the right to stay in 
contact with them. You also have the right to get back together with them again and to live 
in the same place as them. (Article 10) 

Both of your parents should be involved in bringing you up and they should do what is best 
for you. (Article 18) 

If you do not have parents or if it is not safe for you to live with your parents, you have a 
right to receive special help and protection. You have the right to live in another kind of 
home and to be looked after by other people. (Article 20) 

If you are to be adopted, your wishes and needs should come first. This means that
adults should make sure that everything to do with your adoption is what’s best for you. 
(Article 21) 
Barnardos - www.barnardos.ie/adoption.html 

If you are ‘in care’, you have the right to have your case checked often to make sure that 
the different aspects of your placement suit you and that you are being properly looked 
after. (Article 25) 
Irish Social Services Inspectorate - www.issi.ie/young_people.htm 
Irish Association of Young People in Care - homepage.eircom.net/~iaypic 

Education and working 
You have the right to an education. You must attend primary school and your primary 
education must be free. You should also be able to go to secondary school. School 
discipline must respect your dignity as a human being. (Article 28) 
Scoilnet - www.scoilnet.ie 
Youthreach - www.youthreach.ie 
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Your education should help you to develop your personality and talents and to reach your 
full potential. It should also teach you about human rights and help you to understand and 
respect all people and all cultures. You should learn to respect the natural environment as 
well. Finally, your education should prepare you for a responsible and active life as an adult. 
(Article 29) 
Amnesty International - www.amnesty.ie 
Human Rights Internet, Youth Centre - www.hri.ca/children/youth 

You have the right to be protected from any kind of work that is harmful or could get in 
the way of your education or damage your health. If someone is making money from work 
that you do, you should be paid fairly. The government must set a minimum age for when 
children can work. (Article 32) 
Irish Congress of Trade Unions, Youth Section - www.ictu.ie/html/services/youth.html 

Play and leisure 
You have the right to play and to do things like sport, art, music and drama in your free 
time. (Article 31) 
The Ark - www.ark.ie 
 
Well being and health 
Whenever an adult is making a choice or a decision that is going to affect you, the adult 
should make sure to do what is best for you. (Article 3) 

You have the right to live, to survive and to grow up. (Article 6) 

If you are an asylum seeker or refugee, you have the right to receive the care and help you 
need from the government of the country in which you are seeking asylum or have been 
given refugee status. (Article 22) 
Irish Refugee Council - www.irishrefugeecouncil.ie 

If you have a disability, you have a right to get any special care or help you may need. This 
includes health care. (Article 23) 
Enable Ireland - www.enableireland.ie/kids 

You have a right to be healthy and to receive information about how to stay healthy. Adults 
should do everything they can to make sure that children and young people don’t get sick, 
for example, by feeding and looking after you properly. If you do get sick, you should be 
given the health and medical care you need to get better. (Article 24) 
Kids Health (Children) - www.kidshealth.org/kid 
Kids Health (Young People) - www.kidshealth.org/teen 

You have the right to eat nourishing food and to drink clean water. You have the right to 
have a roof over your head, and you have the right to have enough clothes, for example, 
clothes to keep you warm in winter and shoes that keep your feet dry when it’s raining. If 
your parents, or the people who look after you, are not able to give you these things, the 
government must help them to do so. (Article 27 and 26) 
Barnardos - www.barnardos.ie/family.html 
Focus Ireland - www.focusireland.ie 

You have the right to rest and sleep.  (Article 31) 
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You have the right to be protected from drugs – from taking them, making them or dealing 
them. (Article 33) 

If you are hurt in any way, including by war, you have the right to get all the special care 
you need to help you get over it and to be part of your community and society again. 
(Article 39) 

Being safe and protected 
The government must do everything it can to prevent any child or young person from being 
kidnapped. If a child or young person is kidnapped, the government must try and get him or 
her back. The government also has to try as hard as it possibly can to make sure that no 
child or young person is smuggled or sold. (Article 11 and Article 35) 
Trócaire - www.trocaire.org/athome/edu.htm 

The government must protect you from any information that could harm you. (Article 17) 

You have the right not to be hurt in any way by anyone, including your parents or the people 
who look after you. Adults must protect all children and young people from abuse, violence 
and neglect. (Article 19) 
ISPCC - www.ispcc.ie 

You have the right to be protected from being sexually abused or exploited. No one has the 
right to do things to your body without your permission. (Article 34) 
CARI (Children at Risk in Ireland) Foundation - www.cari.ie 

You have the right to be safe and to be protected from being hurt or harmed by anyone in 
any other way. (Article 36). 

You have the right to be protected from being killed or being treated in a cruel or painful 
way. You also have the right to be protected from being put in prison for life. Even if you 
do something wrong, you must not be punished in a way that hurts or disrespects you. 
You should never be put in prison, unless there really are no other options. If you are put in 
prison, you have the right to special care and to regular visits with your family. (Article 37) 

You have a right to be protected from war and being involved in war. If you are affected by 
war, the government must do everything it can to take care of you. (Article 38) 

If you are accused of committing a crime, you have the right to defend yourself. The police, 
lawyers and judges in court must treat you with respect and they must make sure that you 
understand everything that’s going on. (Article 40) 
Barnardos - www.barnardos.ie/guardian.html 

Getting information and having a say 
You have the right to have a say and to have your opinions taken seriously by adults when 
decisions are being made that will affect you , for example, family decisions, decisions in 
school or about your local community. (Article 12) 

Carnegie Young People Initiative - www.carnegie-youth.org.uk 
UNICEF, Voices of Youth - www.unicef.org/young 



You have the right to find out about things and to pass on information. You also have a right 
to say what you think and to say it through the medium of your choice, for example, by 
speaking, writing or through art. You also have a responsibility to make sure that you do not 
harm or disrespect others by saying what you think. (Article 13) 
Youth Information Resource Unit - www.youthinformation.ie 

You have the right to meet and make friends with other people. You also have the right to 
join or set up clubs. When you do any of these things, you should make sure that you are 
not hurting anyone or damaging any place. (Article 15) 
National Youth Council of Ireland - www.youth.ie 

You have the right to get information from all sorts of places – the radio, newspapers, 
television, books, the internet, and so on. Adults should make sure that you get information 
that you can understand. The government must protect you from any information that 
might harm you. (Article 17) 

You have the right to know what your rights are. The government must make sure that 
children, young people and adults know what the Convention says. (Article 42) 
UN Cyber School Bus - www.un.org/Pubs/CyberSchoolBus 
Save the Children, UK - www.savethechildren.org.uk/rightonline



071

Case study: The Ombudsman for 
Children’s Office (OCO) 
This case study highlights the very important role young people 
can play in relation to ensuring that their rights are respected.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
The OCO makes sure that the government and other people who make decisions about 
young people really think about what is best for young people. The things that the OCO 
can do are set out in a law called the Ombudsman for Children Act 2002. 
This means that the OCO can:19

-  Support people, including children and young people, to find out more about children’s  
 and young people’s rights; 
-  Find out what’s important to young people and let the Government and others know  
 what matters to young people themselves;
-  Carry out research to get a better understanding about things that are really  
 important in children’s and young people’s lives; 
-  Give advice to the Government and others about doing what’s best for children and  
 young people;
-  Receive and, where possible, look into complaints made by young people or by adults  
 on young people’s behalf.

The OCO has a Youth Advisory Panel (YAP) which helps the Ombudsman for Children, 
and the other members of the Office in various ways. As the participation of young 
people is very important to everything the OCO do, the YAP are a very important part of 
this. The most important part of their work is to advise the OCO about issues affecting 
young people in Ireland today. In their regular meetings with the Office they outline their 
important issues and how they would like to see them tackled.

The staff of the OCO consults with the YAP on some of the issues that other people bring 
to the Office. This is an important way for the OCO to get young peoples views on certain 
issues. The YAP members also participate in lots of the other work of the office. Along 
with other groups of young people they have helped youth proof the website. They have 
also been involved in the design of leaflets and materials. They have sat on interview 
panels for the staff of the OCO as well as the Ombudsman for Children. They have advised 
on how best to communicate with young people. Some members of the YAP have even 
helped with promotional work of the office by going to events with staff from the OCO and 
letting other young people know about the OCO and how it works for all young people.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
19 Taken from www.oco.ie section on What we do & Youth Advisory Panel

? ! !!“”



Your rights in practice20

Want to learn to drive, vote, and get a job? Find out when you can legally do it! This section 
includes useful information on your rights.

Get clued up about your work rights, when you can legally do a whole load of stuff, laws you 
should know about and what to do if you get into trouble with the law. 

When can I...?

Leave school
Under the present law a young person is required to attend school until they are 16 years of age.

Open a bank account in my own name
No matter how much money you have in the bank, you cannot open a current account until you 
are 18 years old.

Serve on a jury
A person may be called upon to serve on a jury in a court of law from the age of 18. Members of a 
jury are citizens who are on the electoral register. If you are called upon to attend for jury service 
and fail to do so, you are committing an offence and are liable to be fined.

Get married
You need to be 18 years old to get married, however, in theory, it is possible to marry under 18 if 
a court exemption is sought and 3 months notice is given to the state.

Get a part-time job
15 years and over is your answer. A child can work part time during the school term or during 
school holidays, provided there is a minimum 3 week break from work during the summer.

Get a full-time job
The minimum age of full-time employment for a young person is 16 years old. A person as young 
as 14 can be employed during the school holidays to do light work. This permission will be given 
on the condition that the work will not be harmful to the child’s development, safety or health. 
The work offered cannot interfere with the child’s education.

Buy alcohol
It is illegal for anyone under 18 years of age to buy alcohol and for a publican or retailer to 
supply alcohol to anyone under 18. It is also an offence to allow children under 15 into a pub 
during opening hours, unless accompanied by an adult. To work in a pub you have to be 18 years 
or older, unless related to owners or apprenticed.

Get a passport in my own name
If your parents give consent, you can have your own individual passport at any age. At the age of 
18, you can apply for your own passport without parental consent.

Vote in elections
You can vote at 18, but you must register your name on the electoral register.

Leave home
16 with parents consent or 18 without parents consent.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
20 Taken from SpunOut.ie 
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Consent to have sexual intercourse
You can legally have sex at 17 years old.

Consent to a male homosexual or a lesbian sexual relationship
17 years of age.

Make a will
When you’re 18 years of age. If you’re under 18 and you’re married, then you may make a will 
appointing a guardian for your children.

Buy a pet
There is no law as to whether a child can have a pet or not. It is up to the discretion of the 
person selling it to ascertain that the young person is capable and responsible enough to care 
and look after a pet and give it a good home.

Sign on for income support
18 years old for unemployment benefit but it cannot be claimed for 3 months after leaving 
school. Any income support is always mean tested and might be influenced by your parent’s 
income and your living arrangements.

Get a car/motorcycle licence
At 17, you can get a provisional licence and at 18, you can get a full licence. For motorcycles 
which are over 125cc you need to be 18 years old, and for motorcycles which are under 125cc 
you need to be16 years old.

Get a moped/tractor licence
You can get a licence for both at 16.

Smoke
It is illegal for young people under 18 years old to smoke or to purchase cigarettes in a shop. If 
caught, the shop involved can face a hefty fine.

Get a tattoo
It is illegal to get tattooed under 18, even with parents consent.

Consent or refuse to have surgical or dental treatment
Up until 16, you need to have your parents/guardians consent. After that it is your own decision.

See my social work records
There is no legal age as to when a child can see their records. If a child of 12-13 years wants to 
see their records, it is dependent on their ability to understand them.

Be taken into care
A child can be taken into care at any age, up until 18 years.

Choose my own GP
You have to be 16 or over before you can register with your own GP.

See my medical records
You can ask to see your own medical records at 16.

Place a bet
You must be 18 to place a bet. A child cannot enter a betting shop, unless accompanied by an 
adult.



Buy a lottery ticket
You must be 18 to buy a lottery ticket.

Rent your own place
18 is the legal age to hold a tenancy (that means you are the person who legally rents the 
place).

Be prosecuted in a juvenile court
You can be prosecuted at 12 years or over. The juvenile liaison scheme exists in order to deal 
with first offenders or minor offenders, without going through the criminal justice system. If a 
child commits a minor offence, instead of being prosecuted, they are cautioned and put under 
supervision of a Juvenile Liaison Officer.

Be held criminally responsible
The age of criminal responsibility is 12. This means that a child under that age is legally 
incapable of committing a crime. However, there is what is known as a “A Reputable 
Presumption” where a child between the ages of 12-14 is incapable of having the malice 
necessary to commit a crime. A child may, however, be convicted of a crime, if the prosecution 
can rebut that presumption, by showing that the child has a mischievous disposition and knew 
what he/she was doing was wrong.

Be sent to prison
You can be sent to prison at 21. Anyone between the age of 7 and 20 years old who is convicted 
of a crime may be sent to a reformatory centre or institution. 

Buy fireworks
Fireworks are illegal, so no one is allowed to have them, unless they have a special permit.

See my school records
Schools are under no legal obligation to let you see school records. However, the Dept of Education 
and Science is now encouraging all schools to be as open and transparent as possible, in keeping 
with the Freedom of Information Act 1997, as well as current education legislation.
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Case Study: Blanchardstown Youth 
Service, (BYS), ‘Today’s Voice, 
Tomorrow’s Vote’
This case study highlights how young people and adults can work 
together to maximise the rights of young people in relation to the 
democratic process.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Today’s Voice, Tomorrow’s Vote recognises that young people have a right to be heard and 
that society has a responsibility to listen and respond. When we provide young people 
with a safe environment in which they can express themselves, they do so in a creative 
and constructive way.

In 2006-2007, a group of young people with support from a BYS Youth Officer surveyed 
young people in transition year classes in four post-primary schools together with young 
people involved in Foróige’s various youth projects. The survey was based on a previous 
consultation in 2004, in which young people identified 5 key issues facing them. These 
were facilities for young people, environment, drug use, relationship between Gardaí and 
young people and working rights.

In March, 2007, over 70 young people aged 14-18 years from all over the greater 
Blanchardstown area gathered to an event in the Fingal County Council offices to to 
reflect on the outcomes of the survey and to have a direct say in the general election 
debate. Candidates from across the political landscape came, listened and responded. 
From this group, 8 young people wrote articles on the main issues identified, which were 
published in a full-colour 4 page supplement in a local paper, Community Voice. This 
project is part of an on-going programme of enabling young people to have a voice in 
issues that they care about. It was initiated by young people and youth workers. Young 
people were involved in all levels of the initiative. They developed the idea of the survey 
and they designed and implemented the questionnaire. They debated and decided on 
the key issues. They fed back the issues to the election candidates and they wrote the 
articles for the publication. The young people drawn into this process were in the main 
involved in either voluntary youth clubs or special projects. Regular working relationships 
were already strong between adults and youth.
 
 Young people in disadvantaged areas are often seen as disinterested in politics and are 
sometimes assumed to have no desire to articulate the issues that impact on their lives. 
Our experience has shown this to be inaccurate. The young people involved in both the 
consultation and the ‘journalist group’ remained committed to the process. We believe 
that young people will have a heightened sense of civic participation through their 
involvement in this programme. This programme ensures that young people are given the 
opportunity to set the agenda for youth work in Blanchardstown and that young people 
have a means to have their voice heard. It also provides an opportunity for young people 
to participate effectively in other consultative processes, such as Comhairle na nÓg, Dáil 
na nÓg and new subcommittees of the Joint Policing Committee and Community Policing 
Forum. Additionally, it enables adult leaders/youth organisations to ensure that their 
organisation is responding appropriately to youth needs.

The kind of resources needed to implement and sustain a project such as this include 
adequate provision to supply high quality facilitation and materials, a dedicated staff 
person with appropriate programme budget to deliver a high quality programme and the 
commitment to a process of consulting young people on issues they care about.

? ! !!“”



What do the young people have to say?

“young people are interested and do 
care and we want the chance to take part 
in our democracy’’

“we were given the chance to directly 
talk to politicians...we never get that 
chance’’

“we are constantly being told not to hang 
around street corners...now we can tell 
them why we do it’’

? ! !!“”
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Issue 2: Youth health

Introduction
One in five young people throughout the world is an adolescent. This is defined by the 
World Health Organisation, as those between the ages of 10-19 years. In Ireland in 
2006, 35% of the population in Ireland was under 25 years. Young people, in general, are 
considered to be one of the healthiest populations in society. By the second decade of 
their life they have survived the diseases of early childhood, and the health problems 
associated with ageing are still along way off (Child and Adolescent Health, 2002). 
However, with an increasing body of literature and statistics now available, this portrayal 
of young people is seriously under challenge.

Some facts & figures 
In Ireland, the latest statistics on youth health are outlined in the ‘Health Behaviour 
in School Aged Children 2006’ (HBSC) which surveyed 13,700 pupils in 330 schools 
throughout Ireland. This survey showed that:

• In terms of children’s happiness, 92% of boys and 89% of girls feel very or quite  
 happy with their lives at present;
• 17% of children reported that they went to bed hungry as there wasn’t enough food  
 in their home;
• 32% of children report having been really drunk and approximately 50% of  
 adolescents aged 15-17 stated that they are drinkers;
• 12% of children reported that they were on a weight reducing diet and an additional  
 20% reported that they needed to lose weight;
• Overall 16% of children reported using cannabis in their lifetime;
• In relation to bullying, 22% of children reported ever bullying others, while 24%  
 reported ever having been bullied.

So what do we mean by health? 
Many definitions of health have emerged over the years and our definitions of health can, in 
fact, be quite subjective and based on our own personal and life experience. 

The most commonly used definition of health was developed by the WHO in 1986 and 
states that

“Health is the extent to which an individual or group is able, on the one hand, to 
realise aspirations and satisfy needs; and on the other hand, to change or cope with 
the environment…A resource for life, not an object of living; it is a positive concept 
emphasising social and personal resources as well as physical capabilities”.

There are no rights or wrongs regarding the concepts and definitions of health and it can 
very much depend on an individual’s situation, in terms of where they live, their social 
class, gender, ethnic origin, occupation, etc. However, we should think about how others 
view their health. For instance how does a person with a disability, a mental health 
problem, a pregnant woman, a man with diabetes, an overweight child, and an adolescent 
with ADHD21 etc. view their health. 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
21 Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 



Dimensions of health
The following table illustrates the dimensions of health (Ewles & Simnett, 2004) which 
combine to provide a holistic picture of health.

Physical: how the body functions. Traditionally a ‘medical’ model of health. 
Physical health is only one part of a holistic definition of health.

Mental: the ability to think and make judgments.

Social: the ability to make and maintain relationships.

Emotional: being able to recognise emotions such as fear, joy, grief and anger and 
to express these emotions appropriately. This includes coping with 
stress, anxiety etc…

Spiritual: not only includes religious beliefs but may be other personal beliefs, 
principles of behaviour and ways of being at peace with oneself.

Sexual: acceptance of and ability to achieve a satisfactory expression of
one’s sexuality.

Societal: relates to the person in their society and the basic infrastructure nec-
essary for health, e.g. shelter, peace, food, income, a certain degree of 
integration within society

Environmental: physical environment includes housing, transport, sanitation, availabil-
ity of clean water, pollution control.

Determinants of health
So what are the kinds of things which can affect our health? The diagram below clearly 
illustrates the range of issues and circumstances that impact both positively and 
negatively on health, such as age, gender, socio-economic status, occupation, social and 
economic conditions, individual lifestyle choices, education, geographical location and 
ethnic grouping are all examples of determinants of health, some of which are within our 
control and some of which are not.

What is interesting in terms of the determinants of health is the fact that, although many 
factors are outside our control, there are a number of factors over which we have direct 
influence. This is where personal choice, lifestyle and behaviour all emerge.
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Youth health issues  
When young people are consulted on issues that affect them, health issues will inevitably 
come up. This signifies the extent to which health influences people’s lives. The 2007 
online survey, which was conducted to inform the development of this resource, surveyed 
young people aged between 12-25 years. They were asked to rate their top ‘youth issues’. 
From a total of 280 respondents, 185 young people identified ‘youth health’ as one of their 
biggest issues of concern. Furthermore, the issue of ‘love and sexuality’, which can also 
be linked to health issues, was identified as hugely important by 142 young people. This 
clearly shows us that health related issues are becoming increasingly important
to young people and need to be addressed. It is of crucial importance that young people 
take an active part in learning about and promoting good practice in relation to youth 
health issues.

From the work of the National Youth Health Programme and national and international 
research, the youth health issues identified as relevant to the youth work sector include:

• Behaviour - challenging behaviour, anger, physical violence
• Sexual health – crisis pregnancy, STI’s, HIV/AIDS prevention 
• Mental health, suicidal behaviour and self harm
• Drug and alcohol misuse
• Obesity – physical activity and nutrition 
• Spiritual health 
• Life skills – self-esteem, assertiveness
• Injuries and accidents

However, young people should not be viewed as one dimensional in terms of their health. It 
is vital to view them as individuals:

• living in specific environments (economic, housing, education) which impact on  
 determining their health;
• with attitudes and beliefs that impact on their decision making;
• with cultural differences to consider;
• with societal norms to conform to or not as the case may be;
• with peers influencing their choices;
• with family values to live up to;
• with advertising and marketing to decipher;
• developing in an ever unstable world;
• finding and questioning their place in the world.

Therefore, the emergence of health issues for young people is not only understandable, 
but expected to some extent, given the physical, emotional, mental and social change 
they are adapting and navigating their way through. What can be done to help? Why should 
health be promoted in youth organisations?



Case Study: Squashy Couch
Youth Health café Waterford
This case study highlights the benefits of young people and 
adults working together to address the issue of youth health.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Squashy Couch is a youth café. The aim of this café is to provide access to holistic 
information and health services to young people with a view to influencing a reduction 
in the number of crisis pregnancies amongst teenagers in Waterford City. This project 
functions through an adolescent-friendly coffee shop, which offers a drug and alcohol-
free environment in a universally available and central location. This relaxed and informal 
setting enables teenagers to access a range of information and health services in the 
areas of prevention, promotion and support. Involving young people in the formation 
of policy, the development of activities and in the day-to-day running of the project 
engenders a sense of empowerment, ownership and respect for the project. 
Young people can drop in have a cup of coffee, listen to music and meet their friends. 
There are no minimum charges and, as the food is subsidised, it is affordable on a 
teenager’s budget. Each month in the café, information on a different aspect of teenage 
health is displayed. Young people can read the material, take away any leaflets or talk 
to staff about any of the issues raised. Through the café, events for young people are 
organised; all of these events are drug and alcohol free. Squashy Couch offers a wide 
range of health services to young people who can talk to qualified staff about issues of 
concern. It also delivers programmes on sexual health to young people Squashy Couch 
offers a wide range of health services to young people such as:

• Ante-natal classes for teenagers are run in conjunction with midwives from  
 Waterford Regional Hospital;
• Free and confidential counselling services, offered on both a drop in and  
 appointment basis;
• Nursing services are offered to young people on an individual basis, these include  
 pregnancy testing, contraceptive advice and general health information and advice;
• G.P. services are available twice weekly;
• An addiction counsellor works with the project and takes referrals for individual  
 support;
• A community dietician offers a monthly clinic for young people in Squashy Couch;
• A clinical nurse specialist in self-harm offers groups and individual support.
• A needs analysis is currently being completed re: the need for a psychological  
 support service;
• Information and education on all aspects of sexual health. Parents are offered a  
 detailed plan of the programme and are asked for their consent for their son/ 
 daughter to attend;
• A sexual health resource pack has been developed by project staff;
• Young people who access the facilities are offered opportunities to participate in  
 workshops on health related issues.

Squashy Couch is funded and managed by the Health Service Executive, and part funded 
by the Crisis Pregnancy Agency. It has a Youth Advisory Committee, consisting of a group 
of 12 young people, representing schools and youth services in the City, who meet on a 
regular basis. They have formed a number of sub- committees to assist with the work of 
the project. 

? ! !!“”
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Two representatives of this committee are also on the Management Committee, of 
which membership has been drawn from different professions within the HSE-SE, 
representatives of Youth Organisations in the City, a G.P. Squashy Couch has a Project 
Manager and five workers, 2 full-time and 4 part-time. All of the staff are health or child/
social care professionals and include a social worker, two social care workers, a child 
care worker, a youth worker, a counsellor and a nurse/midwife. The work of the project is 
also assisted by volunteer staff members.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Squashy Couch – A home away from Home! By Jamie Flynn (17)

“In Paris they have the Eiffel Tower, in New York they have 
the Statue of Liberty and in London they have Big Ben…..but 
Waterford has something that everyone of these doesn’t….. 
Waterford has Squashy Couch! When the name Squashy Couch is 
mentioned anywhere but Waterford, most people think of a great 
comfy chair but what it really means is a home away from home. 
Iit is a place where being yourself is the norm and appreciating 
the kindness and huge effort the staff have put into Squashy 
Couch is the practice. Squashy Couch is a place where teens from 
14-19 can come and sit, eat and meet new people. With a great 
selection of healthy foods and a high standard of up keep, there is 
no reason why Squashy isn’t the place to be in Waterford.

A G.P., a counsellor and a nurse….these are just some of the 
luxuries Squashy Couch makes available free of charge. Being 
probably one of the only places in Waterford to offer an actual 
escape for teenagers and a place where they can sort out their 
problems, by talking to their friends or to staff, there is always 
a helping hand in this humble abode. To further explain, I will 
use the lyrics from the T.V series “Cheers” as they are as true to 
Squashy as to “Cheers”, 

“Would you like to get away?, Sometimes you want to go where 
everybody knows your name, and they are always glad you came 
You wanna be where you can see, our troubles are all the same, 
You wanna be where everybody knows your name”

“Finally, I personally would love to extend Squashy and its staff a 
hearty thanks for all the effort they have put into being there, not 
only for the teenagers of Waterford, but for making a place where 
teenagers can come and be themselves every now and then.”



Health promotion in youth organisations
The World Health Organisation (WHO) 1986 defines health promotion as:
“…the process of enabling people to increase control over and to improve their health”.
Health promotion embraces actions directed at strengthening the skills and capabilities of 
individuals and also embraces action directed towards changing social, environmental and 
economic conditions so as to alleviate their impact on public and individual health. 

The youth sector as a setting for health promotion
The youth sector was identified at a setting for health promotion in the National Health 
Promotion Strategy 2000-2005. Ensuring that while a young person is in the care of a 
youth organisation, the experience is as positive, encouraging and health promoting as 
possible, can only serve to benefit the young person in many different ways. 

Jackson (1996) states that ‘youth work settings are young people’s spaces, their territory, 
where they feel safe and operate on their own terms with adults they know and trust. 
Additionally, and of enormous significance, is the fact that young people participate in 
these activities voluntarily. This combination of factors makes youth work unique perhaps 
in educational terms and offers huge potential for health promotion. 

What’s needed to make it work? 

Health promotion activities
Health promotion activities are varied and do not fall neatly into specific categories. 
Activities will and do overlap with each other and with other aspects of work in a youth 
organisation e.g. child protection. Health promotion activities are normally planned and 
structured. However, youth organisations should not underestimate that a great deal of 
health promotion happens informally and incidentally. Therefore, one could say that being 
a member of a youth organisation is health promoting for a young person. 

Youth health activities
Activities can include awareness weeks, thematic healthy eating weeks, health education 
programmes, young people being involved in awareness campaigns, young people 
decorating the building, having health related policies in operation, providing a warm safe 
space for young people, working in partnership with local agencies to benefit youth health, 
lobbying for access to mental health services for young people etc. 

Any and every activity that a youth organisation undertakes to promote the health of young 
people and those involved with the organisation, in the context of the wider determinants 
of health, can be considered health promotion activity!

Some examples include:

• Have a ‘ready- steady-cook’ competition, incorporating health menus;
• Camping expeditions - young people shop for food, and cook it outdoors;
• Football tournaments organised by and involving young people;
• Combine health & arts activities, drugs awareness campaigns;
• Make up and perform a rap – around issues of importance in youth health;
• Drama, young people being involved in creating and acting in a short play in relation to  
 health related issues as identified by them such as bullying, suicide, alcohol abuse, etc.;
• Peer led education awareness raising campaigns in relation to youth health issues;
• Young people designing leaflets, posters, in relation to youth health issues.
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Case Study: The Craic Project
This case study highlights how young people and adults can work 
together to address the issue of health and personal safety within 
a third level education context. 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
The Craic Project is a joint project between Student Services and the Students’ Union in 
Galway NUI, which sees volunteer students taking to the pubs and clubs of the city to 
educate students about drinking responsibly, low risk drinking, sexual health, personal 
safety and drugs information. Having received national press coverage, the project is 
going down a treat, with students receiving goody bags containing sweets, condoms, taxi 
discounts and flash cards with interesting facts on every sort of welfare topic.
The volunteers have all completed a day’s training with staff from the University’s 
Department of Health Promotion. This training covers teambuilding among the volunteers, 
sexual health and drugs education, developing a safety strategy and people skills. 
Volunteers practice how to approach their peers and get chatting about the information.
The scheme is modelled on a pioneering and award-winning initiative called ‘Touch’ in 
the University of Central Lancashire. The success of that programme has inspired the 
NUI Galway Health Promotion Service and Students’ Union to adopt the techniques and 
methods to educate students. UCLan has provided ongoing support and guidance for 
the ‘Craic’ programme from training coordinators to assisting with volunteer training 
modules.

The project has proved to be an excellent way of integrating essential welfare information 
into the student social fabric and has been very well received so far. It offers a fantastic 
opportunity for the volunteers to learn new skills and have fun. One volunteer described a 
night out with Craic as,
 “really enjoyable. Watching people read the cards was great because 
it shows that we can make a difference when it comes to students 
getting essential information.” 
 
Another said, 
“The reaction from clubbers was amazing and it was good to be able 
to make moody students happy!”
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Issue 3: Social activities for young people

Introduction
Social activities for young people was identified as the third focus issue for this resource. 
When we talk about social activities, we are talking about all kinds of activities which can 
be undertaken with other people. This includes leisure and recreational activities, along 
with the provision of designated facilities and services. In many cases, it is the lack
of facilities and specific youth services which is causing the most concern for young 
people today. 

Another important issue to bear in mind in relation to social activities for young people
is the safety aspect and how young people can and should go about keeping themselves 
safe in a social environment. This topic is explored in a fun and participative manner in this 
section. 

This section draws from a number of findings from relevant literature to provide you with a 
very brief overview of what young people think in relation to this issue. In 2004 and 2005, 
‘facilities for young people’ was unanimously voted as one of the main themes of focus 
for discussion at Dail na nÓg (Young people’s parliament).  Some of the views expressed 
will be highlighted in this section. A number of other significant projects have been 
undertaken in relation to getting young people’s views on social activities and facilities 
for young people in recent years. These include the National Children’s Office research 
on ‘Young people’s views about opportunities, Barriers and supports to Recreation and 
Leisure’, in which over 2,260 young people aged 12-18 years were surveyed. The results 
of this study provide us with a unique look into young people’s experiences of social 
activities. The Equality Authority also commissioned an extensive report on the Inequality 
and Stereotyping of Young People, which highlights young people’s views in relation to how 
they are perceived by adults in a social setting. Much of the above research has fed into 
the development of the National Recreation Policy for Young People.

Dail na nÓg - Facilities for young people
This section will highlight some of the recommendations made in relation to one of the 
main themes at the 2005 Dail na nÓg (DNN). Facilities for young people had been raised 
at every DNN since its inception, no matter what the official topic of discussion was. 
The following are issues that young people all over the country could22 lobby their local 
authorities for.23 These statements are listed in order of importance as voted by DNN 
representatives: 

1. Child fares on transport should apply to U18’s and admission charges to facilities/ 
 events should be subsidised/reduced.
2. Facilities should be co-run by young people and youth workers.
3. There should be more facilities within reasonable distance, offering alternatives and  
 longer opening hours.
4. The voting age should be reduced to 16.
5. Young people should have a direct influence and input into the development and  
 maintenance of youth facilities and related local facilities.
6. Local authorities should interact with young people through a liaison officer  
 employed to facilities young people.
7. All young people under 18 should have access to facilities (including discos and  
 cinemas) for a fiver or less.
8. Gardaí and officials should have a better understanding of young people.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
22 (See Section Five for more information on Lobbying)
23 Dail na NÓg Delegate Report 2005
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9.	 Activities	for	young	people	that	promote	healthy	living	should	be	cheaper	(food,		
	 transport,	recreation,	etc.).
10.	 Opening	hours	of	youth	facilities	should	be	extended.
11.	 Facilities	for	young	people	should	be	inclusive	i.e.:	not	dominated	by	any	one		
	 group/clique/gender.
12.	 There	should	be	more	emphasis	on	facilities	for	young	people	in	rural	areas.



Case Study: Ronanstown Youth
Service - The Stars Youth Café
This case study highlights the benefits of young people and 
adults working together to encourage young people to take 
responsibility for their social activities.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
The Stars Youth Café, which caters for young people aged between 15-18 years, was 
launched in style in June 2007. Invitations were mailed, the red carpet was rolled out and 
non alcoholic cocktails fizzled and sparkled throughout the glittering evening. After two 
years of planning and fundraising, Ronanstown Youth Service toasted their new youth 
Café which transformed the very large youth service foyer into a stylish and glittering 
venue and the vibe was magic! There is a performing stage and equipment, ample sized 
dance floor, an electric jukebox, pool tables, cosy seated corners with upholstered 
seating and it is decorated with purple walls, silver accessories and star studded counter 
tops. Overall, the feeling is that this a cool and friendly place to hang out and meet 
people. The Café operates every Friday evening from 8-11p.m. and is run by a committee 
consisting of six young people and two youth workers.

Owing to the distinct lack of facilities to accommodate young people in the Ronanstown 
area, especially in the evenings and weekends, a number of youth workers banded 
together and enlisted the advice and help of some of their young members in order to 
figure out what could be done about this situation. It was decided that a youth café could 
definitely be a good option. However, it was also understood that any undertaking of 
this kind would need to be strongly influenced and led by the young people themselves 
if it was to work in terms of actually attracting young people to come to it. A group of 
six young people who were already attending the youth service and had established 
themselves as the ‘Culturally Aware Group’ took on the responsibility of becoming the 
organising committee. Wheels were then set in motion at on organisational level to seek 
appropriate funding. This was essential as any project of this kind is really dependant
on finances.

Meanwhile, the young group members, with the support of two youth workers, set about 
organising themselves into an official committee, holding elections for the different roles 
of Chair, Secretary, Treasurer, Public Relations, Events and Membership Officers. These 
elections will take place every six months, in order to give everyone a chance at playing a 
different role. The group decided to film the first elections and each part of the planning 
process, which included travelling from Dublin to Sligo to visit various other youth Cafes 
so as to get some ideas along the way.

The youth committee have been and are still involved at a very high level in decision 
making in relation to everything from the decoration of the venue to the weekly menu 
which offers seriously subsidised food and alcohol free cocktails. They also plan all of the 
events such as Karaoke nights to BBQs and band nights etc. They even help with setting 
up and cleaning the café on Friday nights! They decided to devise a membership process, 
so that everyone attending receives a photo membership card; this they feel ensures that 
everyone coming has more respect for the place and the funky new equipment such as 
their jukebox and performing equipment. Everyone is welcome as long as they agree to 
the photo ID. 
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The relationship between the young people and adults is very positive and has been long 
established, although this level of partnership working was new to most staff members. 
This way of working has also lent more credibility to the youth café in the eyes of the 
other young people attending. RYS has recently acquired funding for a staff member who 
will focus specifically on supporting the work of the youth committee and the youth Café. 
Some of the members have already asked to be allowed on the interview panel to make 
sure that they hire the right person who will not try to boss them around!

“I love being a part of this group, the 
planning nights used to fly in as we had 
so much to talk about… We’ve all really 
grown in confidence and helped each 
other out along the way. If we don’t agree 
on something we just say it and sort it 
out, there’s no bitchin’… We’ve done 
something more, its fun and we enjoy it.”
Carmel 17 Young Committee Member



Street savvy -Social safety 
How many times have you heard of someone losing their friends on a night out and being 
stranded, losing their bag or having their mobile phone snatched? Enough times to make 
sure it doesn’t happen to you? This social safety section is not about scare tactics or 
telling anyone how to behave in society. It’s about providing you with some insights and 
skills so that you can ensure, in as much as is possible, that you are not taking any 
unnecessary risks with regards to your safety. We have adapted most of the information 
and helpful hints in this section from a book called ‘Street Smart – A Teenagers Guide to 
Being Safe and Sussed’ by Kelly Parnell, a teen magazine editor. According to Kelly, being 
street smart is all about empowerment and this section aims to give you some of the 
tools you need to be confident and empowered in all types of everyday social situations. 
Once you are ‘in the know’, maybe you could use some of your insights and activist’s 
skills to promote participation in social safety with other young people you know. The final 
part in this section outlines some ideas for social participation action.



Youth Safety Quiz:
How street smart are you?24

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Beat the bag snatchers!

Q1. In your backpack, you usually keep your wallet:
a) In an outside pocket
b) Inside the main compartment
c) Anywhere you bung it

Q2. In a busy street, if you didn’t have a bag, you’d keep your wallet:
a) In your back pocket
b) In an inside pocket
c) In your hand

Q3. At a party, in a bar or a club, you:
a) Put your bag or coat on the pile with everyone else’s.
b) Put your coat in the cloakroom. You don’t care if it costs
c) Hold your coat and bag until you get fed up with it, then put it somewhere
 you can see it

Q4. In a café, you’d:
a) Put your bag on the floor by your feet
b) Put your bag on the table top
c) Put your bag anywhere you feel like it

Q5. At a cash point, someone’s standing really close to you. You:
a) stand in front of the display so they can’t see your PIN number
b) Walk off to another cash point
c) Ask them to stand back

How did you score?

Mostly A’s: Street Defeat – Oh dear, when it comes to being street smart, you need a bit of 
help. You may as well make a hat out of all your money and wear it; you make that many 
safety boobs when you’re out. But don’t worry, luckily you’re reading this resource and it 
could save you some serious hassle in the future.

Mostly B’s: Street Savvy – Get you – old wise one. Someone has their head on their 
shoulders, and is a bit of an eagle-eye when it comes to looking after their cash and 
possessions. Well done – the more aware you are, the better.

Mostly C’s: Street Beat – In terms of street awareness you’re a midfielder. You’re on the 
ball sometimes, but other times you could easily let someone else score with your bag
or your wallet. So brush up on your safety skills and you’ll stop the thieves from striking 
any day. 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
24 ‘Street Smart – A Teenagers Guide to Being Safe and Sussed, Kerry Parnell, 2002
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Research from Blanchardstown Youth Service
In 2006-2007, a group of young people with support from Blanchardstown Youth Service, 
surveyed 140 young people in transition year classes in four post-primary school together 
with young people involved in Foróige’s various youth projects. 73 female and 67 male 
young people aged between 13-18 years from Blanchardstown and the surrounding areas 
took part. The following is just a flavour of what those young people said in relation to 
their environment: 62% of young people felt that their area is unsafe for young people 
to hang out with only 38% feeling safe. Over four fifths of young people - 84% of those 
surveyed, said that their area is unclean and untidy. Among the comments made relating 
to safety and security were:

“There are not enough safe places to 
go to, too much anti-social behaviour, 
gangs passing rude comments to people 
passing by and just behaving badly” 

“You can’t walk anywhere without
being robbed at night”

“Killings in the area and other places, it 
is not safe for kids to go out and play”
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Safety issues: 
The following is just a small selection of the type of safety issues young people may be 
experiencing or concerned with in relation to social activities.

Peer pressure
Peer pressure relates to the influence a social group or individual has over another group 
or individual of similar age to behave or dress in a certain way, or to adopt particular types 
of attitudes and tastes. Although often portrayed in a negative way, peer pressure is not 
always a bad thing. We are all influenced by our peers, both negatively and positively, 
whatever our age. Peers can encourage us to work harder at school through healthy rivalry 
to see who can achieve the highest grade. They can encourage us to believe in ourselves 
and to become more confident, and they can also pressurise us into doing things that we 
would rather not do and act in a way that we do not believe in.

Peer pressure becomes a problem when you do something you feel you are being forced 
into. It can be very hard to stand up for yourself in these situations, but it is important to 
remember your rights (see Section 4 -Youth Rights). You have the right to choice, you just 
need the confidence to use it and the will power to stick with it!

Coping with peer pressure do’s and don’ts25 
• Do say no in a pleasant and confident way. Explain that you’re not really into  
 whatever they’re doing, saying or offering. Show them that you can see their  
 point of view and are tolerant of them, so they should be tolerant of you.
• Don’t start lecturing people against whatever it is they are doing.
• Do be careful about how much you influence your friends.
• Don’t make it a competition between your view and others’ views.
• Do have confidence in yourself. You can look, act, feel or think differently from  
 your peers and still be friends with them. It is allowed.
• Don’t do something simply to ‘fit in’. Make sure you’re 100% happy to do  
 whatever it is and that you’ve thought it through.
• Do talk about it. If you feel uncomfortable with the direction your friends are  
 going, then be honest. Express your opinion fairly and try to reach a  
 compromise.
• Don’t keep things to yourself. If you feel seriously worried about something,  
 then seek help from your parents, teachers, a youth worker or even a helpline  
 (see Resources). Bottling up problems only makes it worse.
• Do give your parents the benefit of the doubt. They may be a bit out of touch  
 with the scene that faces you, but actually, they are not that far off the mark.  
 They may think that Status Quo is still in the charts, but they want you to get  
 through your teen years in one piece, and……. (Drum roll please)….they have been  
 through similar situations themselves.
• Don’t think your friends (or enemies) hold all the answers to the universe,  
 because they don’t. They are [probably] just as freaked out as you by all the  
 choices facing them – just as insecure, confused and worried [as you may  
 sometimes feel.] 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
25 Adapted from Street Smart – A Teenagers Guide to Being Safe and Sussed, Kerry Parnell, 2002, pg 13



Getting home
For many of us, it’s the going out part of the night, which causes so much effort and 
forethought, what to wear, where to go, who to go out with etc, etc, but getting home is 
equally as important an issue and also needs to be given some thought and effort. There’s 
nothing worse than ending a good night out on a bad note by getting stranded somewhere 
in the rain and cold, without a jacket or a lift home! Also, whether or not we like to think 
about it, there are plenty of dodgy people out and about late at night and it is truly better 
to be safe than sorry! 

Ask yourself the following questions at the start of the night:
- Who are you travelling home with?
- How are you getting home?
- What time will you be ready to leave?
- Who is going to pick you up and where from?
- Are you getting a taxi or public transport?
- Have you booked a taxi or do you know the bus/tram/train schedule?
Don’t leave it to chance!

Some tips for getting home:
If you are getting public transport you should try to follow these simple safety rules:
- Ask your parents or a family member if they can collect you. There is nothing  
 un-cool about getting collected by your mum or dad. If there are a few of you  
 who regularly go out together, maybe your parents could rotate the chore of  
 being the designated driver!
- Wait in a well lit place at a designated taxi/bus stop.
- Keep your bag close at all times.
- On public transport, have the correct change ready – then keep your wallet out  
 of sight.
- Sit near the bus driver, especially late at night and if you are on your own.
- In a taxi, make sure you take note of the taxi company and driver’s ID.
- Ask someone to meet you at the other end of your journey if possible.
- Make sure you text/phone someone to let them know you have just caught the  
 bus/train/taxi/tram and should be home at X time.

Keeping safe – do’s and don’ts
- Do wear a coat/jacket. There are enough fashionable options available for you  
 to be able to find one that still looks cool with that party outfit! You could be  
 out for longer than you think as Irish transport is notoriously unreliable, just like  
 the weather!
- Don’t walk home alone. Try to walk in a group. 
- Do try to bring flat shoes that you can walk/run in –take a spare pair if you can  
 especially if your high heels are new! Ouch!
- Don’t accept a ride from a stranger, no matter how tempting. 
- Do look confident. 
- Don’t walk anywhere deserted or unlit, like parks or alleys.
- Do only take licensed taxis.
- Do trust your instincts. If you feel threatened, raise the alarm and try to get  
 help immediately.
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Social confidence 
As previously mentioned, confidence is an important tool to have in any social setting, 
and for your wellbeing in general. Some of us are born with it, but most of us, on the other 
hand, have to work at it and, in some cases, work really hard! Gaining confidence can be a 
lifelong learning experience. There are many tools to pick up along the way. Knowing your 
rights, understanding the importance of being healthy and looking after yourself all help 
in building your inner confidence. Whether you are out and engaging in social activities or 
heading home after an evening out with your friends, confidence can be your number one 
self-defence tool. ‘It’s been proven that attackers are less likely to go for people who look 
confident. It’s all about looking confident – looking like you know where you are going, are 
sure of yourself and can look after yourself.’26

Body language
Of course, you may not always feel confident, especially in tricky situations and that is 
perfectly normal. Fear is a natural feeling and as you may know we all have what’s called 
‘inbuilt fear mechanisms’. This is where your instincts alert you to something that doesn’t 
feel right. In many cases, your adrenaline can kick in and provide you with a burst of energy 
in times of need. It’s important to listen to your instincts and if you ever feel that you may 
be at risk, you should act on it as soon as you can and seek help. 

In saying this, how you are perceived by other people in relation to body language can also 
be a very useful tool in protecting yourself. The following is a list of tips which can help 
you look more confident, even when you don’t really feel it.

1. Walk briskly, and look like you have a purpose, or know where you are going,  
 even when you don’t.
2. Stand up straight, with your head held high and shoulders back. Slouching and  
 staring at the pavement may tell everyone that you lack confidence.
3. Keep your hands out of your pockets, and out of your sleeves, and swing them  
 by your sides. Don’t fold your arms. 
4. Try to walk properly. Shuffling your feet or dragging them along, or walking with  
 your feet close together can make you look less confident.
5. If you are feeling nervous and agitated, try to tell your body to calm down. Take  
 deep breaths and count to ten, which can relax your muscles and relieve your  
 tension.
6. Look where you’re going. Keep your head up and look ahead of you. Not only do  
 you look more confident, but you can also see what’s coming.
7. Don’t fidget. If you are sitting down or standing still try to do just that. Things  
 like frantic leg jiggling, fidgeting with rings or jewellery, biting your nails, picking  
 at your lips or face or wringing hands make you look nervous and agitated. This  
 can be a really hard one and some people can carry their ‘nervous twitches’ with  
 them into adult life. So you need to try and break the habit now!
8. Make eye contact but don’t get into a staring match. It’s better to look at people  
 if you need to talk to them.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
26 Street Smart – A Teenagers Guide to Being Safe and Sussed, Kerry Parnell, 2002, pg 149



Social participation activities
The following is a list of some ideas for social participation activities which you could 
decide to undertake: 

• Organise a peer support/ anti-bullying campaign;
• Get involved in awareness raising around crime and community safety  
• Promote safe social activities. Contact the local authorities and Gardaí for  
 support. (See Section 3 for more ideas);
• Create awareness around environmental issues at both local and global levels;
• Clean up your community campaign;
• Promote accessible facilities for all. (See Section 3 for more ideas);
• Transform your local centre into a cool hang out place.
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Case study: Kilkenny Youth
Forum - Lounge Around (L.A)
This case study provides us with an example of social 
participation activities initiated by young people and a
youth organisation.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Voice 4 Youth, Kilkenny’s Youth Forum is made up of 13 young people aged 14-18yrs. 
Disillusioned with the lack of ‘hang out’ facilities for young people in Kilkenny and even a 
decent meeting room for themselves, they decided as a group to do something about it. 
Armed with mood boards, budgets and layouts, the group met with the Board of Ossory 
Youth (Regional Youth Service). They proposed that they would find funding to do up a 
space for young people if Ossory Youth would provide them with a room. Impressed with 
their energy and commitment to the proposal, the Board granted them approval. 

With a little guidance from two support workers, the next task was to apply for funding 
from the Irish Youth Foundation through the small grant scheme. Their application was 
successful and it provided most of the necessary funding to purchase furnishings, paint, 
polyfiller and varnish and to hire floor sanders. 

Everyone of the group (except for the chief designer, Eibhlin, who is allergic to paint!) 
got stuck into stripping the room bare and bringing it back to life with funky personality 
and vibrancy. No job was too difficult or messy and gender or age wasn’t an issue (or an 
excuse!) when it came to doing the difficult tasks. Hours and hours were spent working 
in organised chaos with the sound of ‘Fall Out Boy’ in the background and the odd scream 
when paint went awry!

 Due to be launched in June, the space is almost complete. There are other obstacles for 
the group to get over, such as finding funding so that the space can be open for longer 
hours and especially weekends and making sure that more young people in Kilkenny know 
about it. Given their track record in solving problems, you sense that they’ll make it work. 

 In a time when the same issue of the lack of facilities for young people persistently 
appears in reports and agendas at national and governmental level (Dáil na nÓg focused 
on it in 2005), it is inspiring to see young people taking action, even at a small level. It’s 
not the biggest space in the world, but it’s the one space that has their work and energy 
stamped all over it, they own it and they know it. As one young person put it,

“you actually feel like you’re making a 
difference…that you’re not just talking 
about it”.
Right now, the mission is to complete the space fully with a special painting from a young 
budding artist named Cian Tallent, a personality wall and two goldfish! There might be 
even space for a Buddha bag!
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Case Study: FAIRTRADE events
in County Cork YMCAs 
This case study provides us with an example of a social 
participation activity with a difference - highlighting the issue of 
fair trade through an educational coffee morning.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Cork City27 STEP and WOT groups joined forces to stage a coffee morning event to 
highlight the issue of Fair-trade. The young people first spent their time discussing 
the topic and then got to grips with the products, sampling a whole range of fruits, 
chocolates, nuts and cakes. The event took place on an afternoon in Nino’s suite at Cork 
YMCA. The young people had invited guests from local businesses, staff and YMCA users 
to attend. They took part in a workshop and viewed a film on Fairtrade before they drafted 
a letter which was signed by them all and then delivered to all local businesses asking 
for the promotion and use of Fairtrade products. This initiative was highly successful as 
many businesses took this on board.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

*Remember anything you decide to do 
which involves young people taking 
a more active role in bringing about 
change or raising awareness is social 
participation. You can also have a lot of 
fun along the way; this is what makes 
it even more enjoyable and rewarding. 
Keep reading this resource (especially 
Section 5) to find out more about the 
skills you need to take your ideas and 
make things really happen!
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
27 STEP & WOT are programmes run by YMCA
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Youth leisure and recreation activities - Fact & figures

In 2005, an extensive research study was commissioned by the Office of the Minister for 
Children in the field of young people’s recreation and leisure. The aim was to find out what 
Irish young people do in their spare time and to identify the barriers and supports they 
experience. The purpose of this study was to inform policy development for the National 
Recreation Policy for Young People, launched in 2007.

Over 2,260 young people aged between 12-18 years were surveyed from all over the 
country, via a sample of 51 schools. The following pages, taken from the executive 
summary of this research, should provide you with a very brief overview of some of the 
findings from this study. 

Barriers and supports:
Most young people are extremely motivated to engage in free time activities. Research 
shows that only 13% of young people do not enjoy joining new clubs or groups and the 
majority engage in these activities on a voluntary basis. Young people are, by nature, 
active and social beings. However, they need to be supported and stimulated in order to 
engage in social, leisure and recreational activities. 

‘Interpersonal barriers and supports to leisure participation are those that arise from 
social interactions. Examples include parental and familial support or lack of support, 
peer support or negative peer influence and relationships with coaches and leaders.’28 
Feeling unsafe in social environments was also cited as a barrier to participation in 
leisure activities by many young people. Although, in general, this was more frequent in 
urban areas, safety is still a major factor and can either inhibit or promote participation of 
young people in society and leisure activities.

Table 9: Barriers to joining - by activity

Soccer Dance Rugby Boxing Swimming Gaelic
Football

Drama Youth
Club

Not located nearby 36% 43% 50% 43% 52% 21% 42% 30%

Don’t Know
anyone else 22% 40% 26% 30% 36% 24% 34% 27%

No transport 36% 30% 36% 26% 40% 18% 25% 27%

Don’t know how
to join 10% 33% 22% 27% 19% 18% 27% 33%

Times don’t suit 26% 23% 25% 21% 32% 42% 26% 27%

Already too busy 19% 19% 29% 21% 20% 15% 11% 12%

Skill level not
good enough 23% 14% 13% 8% 18% 28% 17% 7%

Cost too much 8% 23% 3% 6% 8% 4% 26% 5%

Parent’s didn’t 
approve 5% 3% 13% 25% 0% 7% 6% 8%

Not offered for
my sex 9% 2% 10% 10% 1% 6% 2% 0%

Columns do not add up to 100% as respondents could choose more than one barrier.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
28 Young people’s Views about Opportunities, Barriers and Supports to Recreation and Leisure, Executive Summary,  

 2005, Pg 11 
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From the 2,260 surveyed in this research, over three quarters stated that they would 
like to join a new activity. 75 different activities were cited and barriers for joining the 
activities varied depending on each specific one. However, it is useful to be aware of the 
more common barriers to joining, especially those related to youth clubs.
 

Table 8: Reasons for drop-out - by activity

Dance Gaelic
Football

Soccer Youth
Club

Musi Scouts/
Guides

Swimming Martial
Arts

Lost interest 57% 44% 50% 60% 65% 68% 36% 65%

Times didn’t suit 33% 27% 36% 25% 38% 26% 43% 34%

Didn’t like
the leader 31% 29% 29% 17% 32% 39% 16% 28%

Skill level not
good enough 14% 32% 27% 7% 24% 6% 17% 12%

Friends
dropped out 18% 8% 9% 34% 8% 29% 16% 16%

No way to get there 9% 13% 11% 14% 3% 5% 24% 8%

Didn’t like the rules 10% 8% 9% 16% 10% 17% 6% 15%

Felt I was too old 13% 2% 6% 2% 14% 29% 10% 6%

Felt I was
too young 2% 4% 5% 4% 3% 3% 3% 5%

Cost too much 11% 2% 6% 9% 9% 7% 10% 9%

Bullying 0% 5% 5% 4% 1% 2% 0% 3%

Health/Injury 2% 5% 2% 0% 0% 0% 0% 2%

Columns do not add up to 100% as respondents could choose more than one reason for drop-out

As young people progress through adolescence, it is only natural that they begin to drop 
out of various activities as their developmental needs change. What is important for 
youth organisations is that you are aware of why young people are dropping out. Issues 
such as bullying and no way of getting there should be identified and tackled.

Hanging around
‘Hanging around outside is an important leisure time activity for adolescents. Over 90% 
of adolescents in all age groups enjoy hanging around with their friends.’29 However, there 
are also some negative connotations in relation to this activity, especially in the eyes of 
some local community members. Many adults can feel intimidated at the sight of ‘gangs’ 
of young people hanging around and this can impact on their views of young people in 
general, and also on young people’s views of adults.

This is an ongoing issue for many communities. Youth Participation activities, especially 
those linking young people with the local community can have a positive impact on 
combating these divides between young people and adults, fostering more positive 
relationships and views of young people in general.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
29 Young people’s Views about Opportunities, Barriers and Supports to Recreation and Leisure, Executive Summary,  
 2005, Pg 6
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Case study: The Attic Youth Café, Bantry.
This is an example of a long established social activity initiative 
with a focus based youth committee.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
The Attic Youth Café was developed under the youth strand of the Local Development and 
Social Inclusion Programme and has been in operation since January 2006. The project 
was set up in response to the lack of suitable recreational facilities for young people 
in the town and targets those who are “hanging out” in the square. The Attic works 
under The Local Development and Social Inclusion Programme and is run under the dual 
management of young people and adults from the locality; this ensures that all views and 
options are put forward. 

The service is open to all young people between the ages of 14 and 19 years of age and 
is located in the town of Bantry. The Youth Café provides an alcohol and drug free space 
for young people to socialise within. The Youth Café provides access to cheap healthy 
food and allows young people to take part in informal education opportunities, which are 
provided by a variety of agencies. The Attic includes a Juice and Smoothie bar, pool tables, 
air hockey and a wide selection of board games.

From quite early on, young people of the area were involved in the project. A youth 
management committee was established which consists of 6 – 8 young people who 
chose to get actively involved in developing and maintaining the café. These young people 
were consulted about the design of the café and worked with architects choosing a 
design which they liked and fitted building regulations and sourced equipment for the 
café. The Youth Management Committee attends regular meetings with the project 
worker with the purpose of developing the café. The committee bring any issues relating 
to the café to the attention of the Project Leader. 

An Events Committee was established several months after the café’s initial opening. 
The Events Committee has 6 – 8 members who have a shared interest in music and wish 
to organise various events for the youth café. The Events Committee holds a music gig in 
the youth café once every month. It takes complete responsibility for all the work involved 
in the organisation of these gigs. 

The Attic Youth Café works on a no adult policy. Unless you are an adult who works or 
volunteers in the café, then you cannot be in the café while young people are there. 
Therefore, the café has few adults working there and the young people see the same 
faces on a continuous basis. 

Staff recruitment and turnover is always a problem due to the unsociable hours it 
involves. Also, there is no direct governmental funding available for youth cafés which is 
very much needed.

The involvement of young people from the area has led to a great sense of ownership 
among the young people. The involvement of the Youth Management Committee in the 
project raised the profile of the café and gave it credibility among the young people. 

The involvement of young people from the local area in the project has shown the local 
youth in a much more positive light, which has helped relations between the adults and 
young people of the area to improve. The efforts of the young people to help out in the 
youth café have led to adults in the area trusting the young people to a greater extent. 
The young people’s involvement in the project has shown the adults and organisation 
just how proactive young people can be when they are motivated for example, one young 
person filled out application forms for a grant last year which led to the café receiving 
funding for the café.
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