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Youth work in Ireland is a cornerstone of 
our society, providing young people with 
the spaces and opportunities to build 
relationships, explore their identity, develop 
skills, and increase their confidence. 

The relationships young people have with 
themselves, others, and their communities 
matter.  All young people should have access 
to the relationships, resources, spaces 
and opportunities that they need to live a 
fulfilling life. This is where youth work comes 
in. In this pre-budget submission, we make 
practical recommendations regarding critical 
investments required to strengthen the youth 
work sector and improve outcomes for young 

people.

NYCI Ambition for Budget 2026
The ambition for NYCI, agreed through our 
membership following an EGM and extensive 
consultation, for youth work in Budget 2026 
is simple: We want to grow the footprint of 
youth work, opening up more opportunities 
for youth work and youth workers to engage 
young people in the places and spaces 
where they are. Equally important, is ensuring 
the sustainability of our existing youth work 
services, ensuring they are viable and can 
continue to offer programmes without threat 
of curtailment of services to those young 
people already accessing them.

What is this needed for?

Introduction

RECOMMENDATION:

To create a sustainable sector which provides high-quality, well-resourced youth work 
services and continues to support young people, Budget 2026 should recognise, resource, and 
support young people, our staff, our volunteers and our essential youth services by increasing 
investment for 2026 by €21.3 million.

Youth sector ask for Budget 2026 funding.

20% increase needed for 
Existing Levels of Service (ELS).

Funding needed for more 
young people to benefit from 

youth work.

Minimum capital investment 
needed for youth work outside 

NDP.

Pre Budget 2026: In Numbers

€17.2 million €2.1 million €2 million

€21.3 
million
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Youth work offers young people the safe 
spaces and opportunities to explore their 
identity, build relationships, and develop 
essential life skills. These experiences are 
beneficial both in the short term and long 
term, supporting mental health, helping young 
people find their path, and equipping them 
with the skills and confidence to succeed 
in life. Youth work is diverse and adaptable, 
catering to the varied needs and interests 
of young people. Young people are not a 
homogenous group, so choice and variety 
are essential in youth work; It includes clubs, 
groups, projects, and support services that 
provide young people with the opportunities 
to learn, grow, and contribute to their 
communities. This variety is what makes youth 
work so valuable and essential. 

Youth work is a non-formal educational 
process which takes place in a range of 
contexts and settings to support a young 
person’s personal, social and educational 
development. It is voluntary, which makes 
it unique from many other areas of young 
people’s lives such as school and it is focused 
on improving wellbeing, not just through the 
consideration of their physical, mental, or 
emotional health, but also the surrounding 
contextual inЄuences that affect them.

Why do we need to support  
youth work?

While young people need multiple services in 
their lives, they value youth work because it 
is different from school and specific support 
services: it is open, informal, and they engage 
by choice rather than being referred or 
required to attend. Youth work volunteers and 
paid staff build voluntary trusted relationships 
with young people, providing a safe space 
and fun and engaging activities to nurture 
young people’s skills and interests.

Ireland has undergone significant changes, 
and amidst the burgeoning crises that 
dominate the news, it is the ambitions, skills, 
and positivity of our growing youth population 
that lie at the heart of our collective future. 
The transformational impact of youth services 
and trusted relationships on young people 

enhances their life skills, strengthens their 
communities, and benefits society at large. 
Let’s support it.

Youth 
Work 

Youth work services play an 
essential role in improving 

outcomes for young people by 
providing safe spaces, support 

and new opportunities.1

1.	 �Government of Ireland (2025) Programme for Government 2025. Securing 
Ireland’s Future
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Existing Levels of Service 
Funding in Budget 2026

Significant disparities between allocated 
budgets and the true costs of delivery, 
particularly in areas such as staff 
and volunteer retention, operational 
overheads, and programme sustainability, 
exacerbate the challenges faced by youth 
work clubs, projects, and services. With 
ongoing cost pressures, these services 
find themselves with limited options. The 
increasing expenses for energy, rent, 
equipment, and essential programme 
resources force many services to either 
cut back their hours or reduce the 
programmes and activities available to 
young people. While existing service levels 
are understood to mean keeping projects 
going at the current levels, the reality is 
that persistent cost pressures face clubs, 
projects, and services. As these pressures 
remain unaddressed, the options 
available are limited: many services face 
the difficult choice between reducing their 
hours, scaling back on staff, or cutting 
back on programmes and activities 
offered to young people. This situation 
not only impacts the accessibility and 
quality of services but also leads to longer 
waiting lists, and ultimately, reductions in 
the levels of service.

Engagement with our members 
consistently shows substantial gaps 
between the allocated budgets and 
the actual costs of delivering services, 
especially in areas like staff and volunteer 
retention, operational expenses, and 
programme sustainability. The conclusion 
is evident: without baseline increases 
and ongoing funding, the ability of youth 
work clubs, projects and services to offer 
essential support will be greatly hindered.

Reduction in staff hours  
(increase in unpaid leave), 
reduction in service output, 
reductions in youth centre 

opening hours, reduction in 
capacity to participate in new 

initiatives/collaborations, 
drop off in engagement due 

to reduction in service output, 
reduction in capacity develop 

services in response to new/
changing needs.

NYCI member organisation, 2025

Budget 2026: 
Breakdown of Youth 
Work Investment
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The current ELS funding allocation for the 
Youth Affairs Unit for 2025 is €86.2 million2. 
However, following extensive consultation 
with our members, we know that in order to 
maintain existing service levels, a significant 
baseline funding increase is required to 
address the persistent actual costs pressures 
facing clubs, projects and services.

Baseline increases must be aligned with 
actual costs to directly support staffing, 
volunteer development and supports, 
programme budgets, and operational costs, 
ensuring clubs, projects and services can 
meet the growing demand. For that reason, 
NYCI recommends a total ELS increase of 20% 
across all the Youth Affairs Unit’s sub-heads 
for 2026:

Increase Total

20% increase €17,258,702.8 €103,552,217

New Development Measures 
(NDM)
Between 2021 and 2025, the new development 
measures funding provided in respect of 
youth organisations and services amounted 
to €5.2million, with €1.7million in 2025 and 
€3.5million in 2024.3 NYCI is ambitious in its 
vision for youth work, and our members want 
to provide high quality youth services to as 
many young people as possible. But ambition 
must be matched with funding. 

Our organisation is impacted by staff costs increasing at a more 
significant rate than allocations provide for. We’ve had to reduce our 
pay costs mainly by increasing voluntary unpaid leave. This impacts 

our capacity to not only meet new needs and service demands but also 
existing levels of service. It is happening at a time when presenting needs 

are increasingly complex and when we should be investing more in the 
skilled people who are supporting young people  

with these needs, not underfunding them.

NYCI member organisation, 2025

Strategic Objective 3: Youth 
work services are high quality, 
accountable, sustainable and 

shaped by relevant data  
and evidence.4

2.	 Parliamentary Question 4205/25 to the Minister for Minister for Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth
3.	 Parliamentary Question 4206/25 to the Minister for Minister for Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth
4.	 Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth. (2024). Opportunities for Youth: National Strategy on Youth Work and Related Services 

2024–2028. [Online] Available from: https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/78b3e-opportunities-for-youth-national-strategy-for-youth-work-and-related-
services-2024-2028/

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/78b3e-opportunities-for-youth-national-strategy-for-youth-work-and-related-services-2024-2028/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/78b3e-opportunities-for-youth-national-strategy-for-youth-work-and-related-services-2024-2028/
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The Department aimed to have 405,000 
children and young people benefit 
from engagement in a youth service in 
2025, a 5,000 increase on 2024 targets.5 
However, of the NDM funding in 2025, only 
€1.2million was made available to expand 
services and, from discussions within 
the sector, this funding allocation was 
wholly unrealistic to deliver on what was 
aimed for (“to establish 10 new UBU youth 
services, providing targeted youth worker-
led support to up to 1,000 young people in 
areas where it is most needed”.) 

To expand the reach of youth work and 
allow more young people to access high-
quality youth work, NYCI recommends that 
the NDM funding allocation for 2026 should 
be: €2,159,134.32

Further information on proposals for NDMs 
is contained later.

Capital investment
There is no doubt that additional support 
for infrastructure and utilities is required for 
youth organisations. Our 2025 members 
survey showed that 95% of organisations 
had a need for Capital Funding. Many 
youth organisations operate in aging 
buildings that require substantial upgrades 
to meet current safety and accessibility 
standards. Without dedicated capital 
funding, these organisations are unable 
to invest in necessary renovations or 
expansions, leading to environments that 
may not fully support the diverse needs of 
young people.

Additionally, the lack of capital funding 
limits their ability to innovate and adapt to 
changing demands, ultimately affecting 
the quality and reach of youth services. 
This chronic underfunding not only impacts 
the physical infrastructure but also places 
additional strain on operational budgets, 
as resources are diverted to address 
urgent maintenance issues rather than 
being invested in programme development 
and delivery.

We currently have no budget 
for youth work equipment. 

However, we also have a 
significant need for a new 

youth facility with an existing 
youth work team operating 

out of an aging modular youth 
centre with very significant 

maintenance issues.

 NYCI Member organisation, 2025

5.	 Department of Public Expenditure, NDP Delivery and Reform. (2024). 
Revised Estimates for Public Services 2025. [Online] Available from: 
https://assets.gov.ie/315328/244dd461-b176-412b-88a1-8e329e7888be.
pdf at page 200

https://assets.gov.ie/315328/244dd461-b176-412b-88a1-8e329e7888be.pdf
https://assets.gov.ie/315328/244dd461-b176-412b-88a1-8e329e7888be.pdf
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It was announced that €500,000 would be 
made available to new UBU services and to 
the National Youth Organisations to support 
the purchase of essential equipment and 
the completion of minor works in 2025.6 This 
followed on from no capital funding in 2024.

Capital increases for Budget 2026 must 
consider the needs of existing services, but 
also those targeted under new development 
measures. Expansion of youth services to 
more young people must be matched by 
capital funding. NYCI recommends that €2 
million is provided in Budget 2026 for the 
Youth Capital Funding Scheme for Youth 
Organisations, Youth Services and Youth 
Clubs.

Capital Beyond Budget 2026
The National Development Plan review 
will be completed in July 2025, with a view 
to “increase public sector investment to 
address infrastructural deficits”7. In line with 
Action 13 of Opportunities for Youth: National 

Strategy for Youth Work and Related Services 
(“Ensure provision for suitable indoor and 
outdoor spaces for young people, and 
provide support for such spaces through 
relevant infrastructure and community 
development schemes”), and Action 10 
(“Develop and implement a policy for youth 

spaces and facilities at a local level”) a 
key priority for the Department must be to 
ensure  a comprehensive contribution to the 
planned review of the National Development 
Plan. Youth places and spaces are key to 
ensuring access and availability to youth 
work, and this must be geographically and 
socioeconomically balanced. Insufficient 
premises for youth work is a consistent theme 
for youth organisations and, with the new NDP 
review, there is a unique opportunity to ensure 
youth places and spaces are prioritised for 
comprehensive infrastructural investment and 
development. 

Expanding access to youth work: 
New Development Measures in 
Budget 2026
We are ambitious for youth work and are 
determined that all young people should 
have the opportunity to benefit from the 
life-changing impact of extraordinary youth 
workers and trained volunteers. Those able 
to continue delivering youth work, albeit on 
limited budgets, have provided invaluable 
support to young people who face challenges 
and barriers that might otherwise derail 
their lives. Despite this we know that many 
young people are still unable to access the 
dedicated support that a youth worker can 
provide.

6.	 Parliamentary Question 2644/25 to the Minister for Minister for Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth
7.	 Government of Ireland (2025) Programme for Government 2025. Securing Ireland’s Future
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The Vision for Youth work is explicit in the 
future direction for youth work in Ireland:

To deliver on this vision, it is critical that 
funding and measures announced by 
the Department are high-quality, well-
resourced, demand led from professionals 
and young people and support youth 
organisations with capacity to deliver. In 
recent years, there has been concern that 
NDMs have not met this criteria. Budget 
2026 must not replicate this. NYCI and 
its member organisations have come 
together to develop a set of guiding 
principles upon which proposals for 
NDMs should be measured for viability, 
sustainability and relevance. Moreover, 
actions within Opportunities for Youth: 

National Strategy for Youth Work and 
Related Services where there is potential 
for NDM funding to support implementation 
have been identified. This list is not 
exhaustive.

All young people living 
in Ireland have access 

to high-quality, well-
resourced youth work 

services, which meet their 
expressed needs, delivered 

by paid professionals  
and well-supported  

volunteers.
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Principles 
to Underpin  
NDMs

Value youth workers and volunteers

Opportunities for Youth Actions where this principle under NDMs is applicable: 4, 5, 12

Youth work delivery needs a network of 
qualified and experienced youth workers, 
alongside other staff and volunteers.

Staffing costs must be permissible and factored into funding and new programme 
announcements.

Youth work, youth participation and 
engagement, and managing youth services 
are not cost neutral. While expanding 
the opportunities for young people, new 
development measures must recognise that 
these expansions and opportunities require 
staff and volunteers.

Principle 1: 

Core value: 

Recommendation:

Foundational element:
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More youth work access for all young people

Opportunities for Youth Actions where this principle under NDMs is applicable: 4

Equity and inclusion

Fund new youth work programmes that enhance young people’s life skills, social 
connectedness and confidence to participate fully in society

Ensuring that all young people have access to youth work 
opportunities that support their development and well-being.

Principle 2: 

Core value: 

Recommendation:

Foundational element:

Support research, policy and evaluation systems  
that strengthen youth work

Opportunities for Youth Actions where this principle under NDMs is applicable: 16

Evidence-Based 
Practice

Invest in evidence and research to develop appropriate evaluation processes for youth 
work. Rigorous research is essential to inform policy and practice, which in turn guides future 
budgetary considerations. The need for an evidence base has been a consistent theme in 
consultations with the sector. By ensuring that evaluation tools and measurement criteria are 
suitable for the informal nature of youth work, we can create systems that support effective 
monitoring and evaluation without being burdensome. Additionally, investing in research will 
provide the necessary evidence to inform policy decisions and improve youth work practices.

Developing robust research and evidence systems to inform youth 
work policy and practice. This includes creating evaluation tools and 
measurement criteria that are appropriate to the informal culture 
of youth work, focusing on light-touch monitoring and evaluation to 
avoid excessive administration and overly intrusive systems. Investing 
in research is crucial to gather evidence that supports effective youth 
work practices and informs future budgetary considerations.

Principle 3: 

Core value: 

Recommendation:

Foundational element:
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