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Introduction 

The National Youth Council of Ireland (NYCI) is the representative body for 

voluntary youth organisations in Ireland. The organisation was established in 1967 

through the amalgamation of the principal voluntary youth organisations. 

 

NYCI functions to represent the interests of young people and youth organisations. 

NYCI's role is recognised in legislation (Youth Work Act) and as a Social Partner. 

The NYCI aims through its member organisations and its representative role to 

empower young people to participate in society as fulfilled confident individuals. The 

work of the Youth Council is based on principles of equality, social justice and equal 

participation for all. In achieving these aims the NYCI seeks the emergence of a 

society in which young people are valued citizens who can make a meaningful 

contribution to their community. NYCI is also a member of the End Child Poverty 

Coalition. 
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NYCI welcomes this opportunity to contribute to a key element of the Special 

Initiative on Child Poverty under Sustaining Progress. The Youth Council is 

particularly concerned with the plight of young lone parents and the children of young 

lone parents.  

 

Background 

There are many lone parents living in Ireland who experience hardship and social 

exclusion as a direct result of their single parent status. Many lone parent families live 

in low-income households and suffer extreme poverty. They are often excluded from 

the workforce for a number of reasons such as lack of quality, affordable childcare, 

poor access to lifelong learning opportunities and poor transport infrastructure. For 

those who do manage to participate in the labour market and balance work and family 

life, they are often persecuted by regressive fiscal policies and costly childcare and 

end up struggling to make ends meet. 

Lone parenthood is a growing trend in the Irish Republic and the State needs to ensure 

that lone parents are supported in accessing education and training and access to the 

labour market
2
.  

A lone parent heads 13% of families (OPEN 2005). The EU Survey on Income and 

Living Conditions (EU-SILC) found that persons living alone and lone parent 

households were most at risk of poverty in Ireland. The EU-SILC indicates that 

almost 23% of the population in Ireland were at risk of poverty. These persons are 

                                                 
1
 The End Child Poverty Coalition comprises seven national non-governmental organisations working 

co-operatively to effect public policy change with the aim of ending child poverty in Ireland.  The work 

of the Coalition is supported by the Irish Youth Foundation 
2
 According to the ERSI there has been an 83% increase in the number of single women giving birth in 

the Republic of Ireland in the 10 year period to 2001 (Irish Times, 3 May 2005) 
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living in households where the income (on an equivalised basis) is less than 60% of 

the median at an individual level. Persons living alone (i.e. in single households) were 

most at risk with almost 45% below the 60% threshold, while adults and children 

living in lone parent households were also a high risk group at just over 42%. Over 

77% of adults and children living in lone parent households that were at risk of 

poverty reported deprivation.   

 

This Submission 

In this submission NYCI highlights the many obstacles preventing lone parents from 

participating fully in education and training. We give specific examples of barriers to 

their participation in education and training and implications of these barriers in terms 

of exclusion from the labour market and associated poverty and isolation. We also 

refer to examples of best practice in service provision for young lone parents in the 

non-formal education sector.   

 

The submission will focus on the following themes in an attempt to address the key 

deficiencies in policy and practice in respect of lone parents living in poverty:  

• Education & Training  

• Support Programmes & Information 

• Childcare 

• Early Childhood Education Provision 

 

Education & Training  

There are two principal mechanisms for tackling income poverty among families: 

through transfers (i.e. social welfare payments and income support) and through 

participation in the labour market. Lone parents need an adequate income in order to 

support their children, live with dignity and fully engage in society.  It is important 

that the labour market is accessible for lone parents.  The role of education and 

training in creating the right conditions for such access is crucial.  Lone parents must 

be able to receive education and training to empower them with skills, ability and 

confidence to work in the labour market, where this is appropriate to their needs and 

circumstances. In this context, lone parents need financial support from the State to 

access education and training throughout their working lives.   

 

Education is a key mechanism for breaking the cycle of disadvantage and combating 

poverty, which persists from generation to generation in many families. It is also vital 

that the education system adapts to ensure that individuals can access education and 

training from “the cradle to the grave”. The principle of lifelong learning must be 

integral to the Irish education system in order to ensure that everyone is given the 

opportunity to upskill and adapt to changes in the labour market at various stages 

throughout their lives. Lifelong learning means that individuals, irrespective of their 

ability and circumstances, have the facility to improve their employment prospects, 

their personal and social development and indeed their inclusion within society. In 

adherence to the principles of lifelong learning, formal education needs to adopt more 

flexibility in course curriculum, delivery and methods of assessment 
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Part-Time Tuition Fees for Third Level Students 

For many lone parents, full-time third level education is not a viable option. Very 

often lone parents opt to return to education on a part-time basis because of family 

and work commitments. Unfortunately, part-time fees prevent many lone parents from 

accessing third level education. NYCI believes that lone parents who are actively 

engaged in full-time employment should be encouraged to access third level 

education on a part-time basis by the abolition of part-time fees. 

 

Back to Education Allowance 

Back to Education Allowance (BTEA) is an educational scheme for unemployed 

people, lone parents and people with disabilities who are getting certain payments 

from the Department of Social & Family Affairs. 

 

The allowance is payable to people who wish to pursue approved second or third level 

courses of education. BTEA is not an unemployment payment. Participants receive a 

standard rate of payment which is not means tested. If you are signing for 

unemployment ‘credits’ only, you may qualify to participate in the scheme but you 

will not receive an allowance.  

 

Budget 2004 resulted in amendments to the regulations for qualifying for BTEA. The 

qualifying period for the allowance was increased from 6 months to 15 months. In 

effect this means that lone parents seeking to access third level education have to be 

in receipt of the One Parent Family Payment (OPFP) for 15 months before they are 

eligible to qualify for BTEA.
4
 This condition will change again in September 2005 

when the qualifying period will be reduced to 12 months. The extension of the 

qualifying period creates an inherent poverty trap in the social welfare system by 

sustaining an individual's dependency on State. 
 

Support Programmes & Information 

NYCI acknowledges the provision of some excellent educational programmes and 

initiatives involving young parents by youth organisations, Youthreach and VTOS.  

However provision tends to vary from region to region. There needs to be more 

consistency in service provision across the country. 

 

The Department of Education & Science (DES) centrally funds centres for the 

delivery of second chance education programmes in Youthreach and VTOS Training 

Centres. However relative to needs, the provision for mainly young women is very 

poor and the funding provided is as a grant rather than an entitlement.  

 

In Budget 2002 there were significant cuts and a tighter sum of money was allocated 

to these programmes. The grant was not increased while the number of participants 

with children was increasing. 

 

                                                 
4
 To qualify for BTEA a recipient must be in receipt of one of the following social welfare payments: 

unemployment assistance benefit, farm assist, one parent family payment, deserted wife’s allowance, 

widow/widower’s (non-contributory), pension, widow’s/widower’s (contributory) pension or prisoners 

wife’s allowance, carer’s allowance, blind pension, disability allowance, invalidity pension or 

unemployment supplement for 6 months for the second level option and 15 months for the third level 

option (DSFA: 2005). 
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There are very good models of best practice in Youthreach Centres which offer a 

combination programme for lone parents offering childcare/parenting and vocational 

courses with the provision of childcare. However these programmes are not suitable 

for a large proportion of the target cohort of women presenting for Youthreach and 

VTOS. A more effective mechanism would be to offer a financial supplement, which 

offers women and men with childcare responsibilities the opportunity to complete 

their Leaving Certificate. 

 

A number of youth organisations such as Foróige, Catholic Youth Care and the 

National Youth Federation run personal and social development programmes 

targeting young mothers using a variety of different methodologies (for further details 

see websites www.foroige.ie, www.cyc.ie, www.nyf.ie). These parenting programmes 

have a very significant value to the young lone parents. From a national perspective, 

however, these programmes are funded and supported on an ad-hoc basis.  

Programmes of this nature should be developed and rolled out throughout the State to 

ensure young lone parents can access such opportunities. 

 

Childcare 

The lack of quality affordable childcare presents all young parents, but particularly 

lone parents, with difficulty. Whether they are studying or working, lone parents 

encounter significant problems accessing childcare provision and reconciling work 

and family life. 

 

In education, while some Vocational Education Committees (VECs) appear to have 

adequate resources to cover their participants, there are inconsistencies across the 

country. The precarious nature of funding for childcare means that the current system 

is failing to ensure young parents to reach their full potential in the Irish education 

system. Lack of adequate financial support for young parents means that many 

become trapped in a cycle of educational disadvantage and long-term poverty. 

 

Although Youthreach and VTOS training courses provide valuable second chance 

education to young people, lack of adequate childcare provision presents an obstacle 

to participation for young parents. Such barriers to participation must be removed to 

ensure access to training. 

 

Early Childhood Education Provision 

The provision of early childhood education is extremely important. Pre-school 

children should have access to high quality early education to ensure that their 

cognitive and social and personal skills are nurtured and developed from an early age. 

Early childhood education also provides pre-school children with a learning 

environment were they can interact with other children.  

 

The provision of childcare that provides early education programmes to stimulate 

children from an early age needs to be a priority in the education system. The NESF is 
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currently exploring the subject of early childhood education and we look forward to 

the outcomes of their work in this area
5
.   

 

Conclusion 

NYCI believes that to end child poverty and poverty within lone parent families, more 

resources need to be invested in education and training initiatives which provide 

childcare. One of the main obstacles to the participation of many lone parents in the 

labour market is their lack of education and qualifications. As the submission 

highlights, lone parents need to be encouraged to return to education and training and 

be given the financial incentive to access education. The need for good quality and 

affordable childcare provision is paramount and without such a provision many lone 

parents will remain trapped in low-income households, dependant on income support 

and with few prospects. 

 

Breaking the cycle of intergenerational poverty requires greater funding for education 

and training initiatives, embracing the principle of lifelong learning. Addressing 

educational disadvantage is a primary mechanism for combating poverty and in doing 

so promoting social inclusion. 

 

Lone parents must be encouraged to access education, training and employment and 

be provided with the support structure to participate fully in society. Childcare is a 

huge barrier to participation in education and training and in employment. The 

introduction of a Single Parents Education Supplement would help to support young 

lone parents to continue or engage with education after parenthood. The tax system 

needs to be reviewed to remove the poverty trap which many lone parents encounter. 

The importance of early childhood education cannot be understated and greater 

investment is needed in this area.   

 

Recommendations 

• Introduce more flexibility in course curriculum, delivery and assessment in 

the formal education system. 

• Abolish fees for students engaged in part-time courses at third level. 

• Review the period of time a lone parent must be in receipt of One Parent 

Family Payment before they can be eligible to qualify for BTEA. 

• Increase the budget for the childcare initiative in order to improve access to 

education & training for young lone parents engaged in education provided 

out of school settings. 

• Investigate the feasibility of the introducing a Single Parents Education 

Supplement for those engaged in education and training. 

• Increase investment in crèches, which provide developed pre-school 

education in adherence to international best practice. 

 

 

                                                 
5
 The NESF study is focusing the development of a long-term vision for the provision of early years 

services in an Irish context. The project is focusing on the integrated delivery of early childhood 

education and care (ECEC) services for children from birth to 6 years. 


