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1.0  Introduction and context

UNISON is the leading trade union in Northern Ireland (NI), representing over 40,000 members, and is the largest trade union in the UK with over 1.3 million members.  Our membership includes public service workers in health and social care; the education and higher education services; local government; youth justice; private companies providing public services; and the community and voluntary sector.  84% of our membership in Northern Ireland are women.  

UNISON organises a Young Members’ Forum which campaigns on a range of issues affecting young people, including low pay and homelessness.  UNISON membership includes young people aged under 18.  In addition, many of our members are parents and grandparents to children and young people aged under 18.  As a union, all of UNISON’s campaigns are underpinned by a desire to further human rights and promote equality of opportunity.  We seek to protect and promote not only the rights of our members, but the rights of children and young people, in line with the standards set under the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC).  We make the following comments below in relation to the various chapters and outcomes outlined within the draft Children and Young People’s Strategy based on the concerns of our members and relevant international children’s rights standards.
2.0 STRATEGY Introduction 

In setting the context for the draft Children and Young People’s Strategy, we note the reference made to the outcome contained within the Programme for Government (PfG) of ‘‘giving our children and young people the best start in life’’ and that it is intended that the Strategy will be a key component in achieving this.
  At later points in the draft Strategy, reference is made to how the Implementation Plan for the Strategy will draw from PfG Delivery Plans and must support the outcomes outlined in the PfG, and will be supported by relevant PfG Delivery Plans, Executive and Departmental Strategies.
  It is stated that the Strategy will be a key delivery mechanism for the PfG, with a mapping provided of how the outcomes outlined within the draft Children and Young People’s Strategy will contribute to the outcomes set down in the draft PfG.

In July 2016 and December 2016, UNISON made detailed submissions to the consultations on the Draft PfG Framework and the Draft PfG.  This was informed by the manifesto UNISON had prepared in advance of the May 2016 NI Assembly elections which set out the key concerns of our members across a wide range of campaigns.  

However, since the conclusion of these consultation processes, the Executive has collapsed and the Assembly was dissolved in advance of a fresh Assembly election on 2nd March 2017.  We understand that the original intention of the Executive was to bring the finalised PfG, following consultation, back before the Assembly at the end of January 2017.  

Given that the Executive collapsed prior to agreeing the final PfG, following the public consultation process, we would welcome clarity here as to the status of the PfG and its proposed outcome of ‘‘giving our children and young people the best start in life.’’  We would remind the Department of Education (DE) and the Executive of the statutory requirements placed on public authorities under Schedule 9 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 and subsequently under their approved Equality Schemes to take into account consultation when making decisions in relation to policies which are adopted or which are proposed to be adopted.  UNISON made numerous recommendations for amendments and additions to the draft PfG, and we would be in no doubt that other civil society organisations similarly responded to the consultation process.  The draft Children and Young People’s Strategy should not assume that the draft PfG released for consultation will be unchanged following the consultation process that has been undertaken.  To do so would be to fundamentally undermine the integrity of that consultation process.
3.0 AIM OF THE STRATEGY
UNISON notes that the aim of the draft Children and Young People’s Strategy is defined as:

‘‘Working together to improve the well-being of children and young people living in Northern Ireland, delivering positive, long-lasting outcomes.’’

In UNISON’s view, the aim of the Strategy must be amended to make a clear commitment to the implementation of children’s rights contained within the UNCRC.  The UNCRC is a set of legally binding minimum standards and obligations that cover all aspects of children’s lives.  The United Kingdom ratified the UNCRC in 1991.  Through ratifying the convention, the UK Government, and subsequently devolved governments, gave a commitment to implement the rights contained within the UNCRC though laws, policies and practices.  
State Parties to the UNCRC compliance with the Convention is monitored by the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, which periodically examines progress on implementation of the Convention by State Parties, and provides detailed recommendations, advice and guidance to States Parties as to how implementation of the UNCRC should be achieved.  These are contained in Concluding Observations specific to each State Party following examination by the Committee, and General Comments, which are addressed to all States Parties.  The Committee on the Rights of the Child General Comment No 5 on General Measures of Implementation provides that if Government as a whole and at all levels is to promote and respect the rights of the child, it needs to work on the basis of a unifying, comprehensive and rights-based national strategy, rooted in the Convention.  The Committee recommends the development of a comprehensive national strategy or national plan of action for children, built on the framework of the Convention.  The Committee expects States parties to take account of the recommendations in its concluding observations when developing their national strategies.
 
The Children and Young People’s Strategy must represent the national strategy for the implementation of the UNCRC in Northern Ireland.  This must be explicitly highlighted as the aim of the strategy.  In its current form, we do not believe that the Strategy meets this purpose, reflected by the limited references to children’s rights within the strategy, the lack of any meaningful reference to the recent Concluding Observations of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child in relation to Northern Ireland,
 and the lack of reference to children’s rights as a factor that has influenced the development of the Strategy itself.

UNISON agrees that ‘working together’ must be a key element of a new Strategy.  However, similar to the draft PfG, we note the lack of reference within the Strategy to trade unions, including UNISON, as representatives of the workforce, amongst those who should be involved in working together for children and young people under this Strategy.  Whilst trade unions are not under a statutory obligation to cooperate in the delivery of children’s services, as set out under the Children’s Services Co-operation Act (Northern Ireland) 2015, our members who work across health and social services, education, youth justice and the community and voluntary sector will be an integral part of delivering services under any cooperative arrangements arising from this Strategy.  Given this, the Executive and all public authorities must work closely with us to ensure delivery on children’s rights.  A failure to make partnership working with the trade union movement a core part of the Executive’s business under the Strategy will undermine its ability to do so.  

UNISON would highlight here that over the last 15 years, it has initiated a series of unique collaborative partnerships with health employers in Northern Ireland on a wide range of projects, producing real outcomes on improved care and satisfaction for patients, clients, and health and social care workers alike.  This partnership working has taken place against a backdrop of review and reorganisation, budget reductions and persistent efforts to outsource and privatise services and has shown that together, we can do better even in the most contested circumstances.  This Collaborative model utilised within each Partnership has been described by the King’s Fund as ‘ground breaking’ and is based on true inclusion; real equality of decision-making, resources and support; as well as trust and respect for UNISON members.  The model has its origins in the pioneering UNISON / Royal Hospitals Support Services Partnership and has also been influenced by the work of the International Action Research Project.  Some of the Collaborative Partnerships have been UK wide award winners and others have created jobs in our most disadvantaged communities.  All of them highlight the real value of the incredible jobs done by our members in areas like homecare, residential care and support services.  Whilst each Partnership has its own specific aims and challenges, they are underpinned by a number of common core priorities and objectives:
· Enhancing the delivery of health and social care services;
· Improving outcomes for patients, clients and other service users;
· Improving the working lives of staff through change interventions to improve their job satisfaction, health and well-being.
The development and key outcomes from a selection of the Collaborative Partnerships UNISON has developed over the past 15 years are set out in the UNISON report ‘Time for Change’ (October 2015).  Core to UNISON’s participation in these partnerships has been the fundamental concern that joint work must be to the benefit of care standards and our members; must help to secure their jobs; and must create increased opportunities for frontline workers to have a voice in how quality care is delivered.
UNISON believes that in order to ‘work together’ successfully in advancing children’s rights, the Executive must make a commitment within the Children and Young People’s Strategy to encourage and facilitate partnership working as developed by UNISON and health employers over a number of years in the delivery of children’s services.  The Executive must commit to properly resource partnership working and to ensure that it is mainstreamed into the operation of all services for children and young people.  
UNISON appreciates that the definition of ‘well-being’ under the strategy reflects the legislative definition used within the Children’s Services Co-Operation Act (Northern Ireland) 2015 and that this provides the basis for the outcomes used within the strategy.  Respect for rights represents an outcome under the Strategy.  To reflect the fact that the Strategy should be the national strategy for the implementation of the UNCRC in Northern Ireland, UNISON would recommend that a clear statement be made within the aims of the strategy that children’s rights underpin the entirety of the strategy, rather than representing one sole outcome within it; and that all legislation, policies and actions flowing from the strategy, under its outcomes, should be taken forwards in a way that conforms with children’s rights standards under the UNCRC and which furthers children’s rights.  This would correspond with the legislative duty that exists under the 2015 Act which provides that in determining the meaning of ‘well-being’ regard is to be had to relevant provisions of the UNCRC.
 
UNISON is extremely concerned to note the view of the Northern Ireland Commissioner for Children and Young People (NICCY) that the current draft Strategy fails to interpret the well-being outcomes with regard to the relevant provisions of the UNCRC, despite the detailed analysis provided by NICCY in relation to this.
  The Executive must show due regard to the advice it is given by statutory bodies established to safeguard and promote the rights and best interests of children and young people in Northern Ireland.  UNISON has long urged Government in Northern Ireland to stop contesting rights, but instead translate them from rhetoric to reality, in order to create a more just and peaceful society.  This is especially vital for our children and young people, who are inherently vulnerable and who face significant barriers to the realisation of their rights.   
4.0 OUTCOMES BASED APPROACH
UNISON notes that, similar to the PfG, the draft Strategy has been developed using an outcomes based accountability approach, with the eight parameters of ‘well-being’ acting as outcomes, and with 21 associated headline indicators in place to measure progress at population level towards achieving these outcomes.  
We are aware that this new approach has been informed by the approach adopted in Scotland.  Based on UNISON’s experience of this outcomes based approach in Scotland, we would caution against the setting of broad outcomes without the necessary inputs to achieve them, particularly sufficient resources for public services.  Public services must be realistically resourced to deliver on the outcomes that are set. 
In relation to the indicators chosen here, we are concerned at this stage that the indicators are not accompanied by any targets.  In the absence of targets, it will be extremely difficult to chart progress towards the achievement of outcomes.  UNISON believes that it is vital that the Executive sets ambitious, measurable targets relating to all the indicators under the draft Children and Young People’s Strategy.  Simply indicating that you want to see various indicators move up or down as a ‘direction of travel’ is insufficient.
  

In UNISON’s view, in general the indicators chosen throughout the draft Strategy are limited and will only present a partial picture of the state of children’s rights in Northern Ireland.  Particular groups of children in Northern Ireland can face particular barriers or discrimination in the realisation of a range of their rights, including LGBT children, children in care, traveller children, children from ethnic minority groups, migrant, asylum-seeking and refugee children, children in the youth justice system, children with special educational needs and disabilities, children in poverty, and children with mental health needs.  The use of population level indicators only will not highlight the extent to which particular groups of children do not enjoy their rights, and may give a misleading impression of progress in relation to the realisation of children’s rights.  It is vital that indicators chosen reflect not only population level data, but also highlight information in relation to specific groups.  Whilst we recognise that ‘secondary indicators’ will also exist, there needs to be greater clarity around what such indicators are for which groups of children and what targets will exist in relation to progressing children’s rights against such indicators.  
UNISON also believes that it is vital that data collected under each indicator is disaggregated by each of the nine section 75 categories, as well as being disaggregated by location within Northern Ireland, and socio-economic status.  Disaggregation in this way will be vital in highlighting inequalities within society, and will allow remedial actions to be taken in how outcomes are being achieved.  

We further note that measures in relation to several indicators currently do not exist.  UNISON would welcome clarity in relation to when consultation on the development of these measures will take place.  We have commented on these issues in more detail below in discussing each of the outcomes and its associated indicators. 

Based on UNISON’s experience of the outcomes based approach in Scotland and the ‘Scotland Performs’ National Performance Framework, we would highlight the importance of ensuring that the indicators used to analyse performance be updated frequently, and that indicators and measures should be specifically linked to Government programmes, initiatives or other actions taken by public bodies to deliver on the Children and Young People’s Strategy.  The indicators and measures selected must link into the detail of actions taken by Government, identifying issues which need to be addressed and measuring the effectiveness of actions taken by Government to try and achieve outcomes.  This should be an integral part of the reports the Executive lays before the Assembly on the operation of the Strategy, as required by section 5 of the Children’s Services Co-operation Act (Northern Ireland) 2015.

5.0  DEVELOPMENT OF THE STRATEGY AND LINKAGES TO OTHER EXECUTIVE STRATEGIES
UNISON notes that the draft Strategy highlights that it will be supported by a forthcoming implementation plan that will be subject to public consultation.  Public consultation on the actions that will be proposed to deliver the outcomes set out within this Strategy will be vital, as currently the actions the NI Executive will take that are set out at the end of each outcome are generally vague and lack detail.  No specific resources are currently allocated to any of the actions outlined within this strategy, with the draft Strategy stating that funding will come from within departmental budget allocations.
 It is disaappointing to note the lack of focus here on how public authorities can pool budgets in order to provide services for children and young people, despite the permissive powers contained in the 2015 Act to do so.
  It is vital that clear actions are consulted upon, with clear budgets attached, so that stakeholders can constructively and meaningfully input in relation to the implementation of children’s rights.  The Strategy must outline the steps that Executive Departments and other public authorities will take to pool resources in providing services for children and young people.  We note the reference to forthcoming guidance/regulations from the Department of Finance in this regard and would welcome more detail with regards to their development and when these will be consulted upon.
   
It is concerning to note that the statutory deadline for the laying of the strategy before the Assembly was missed.
 The current lack of an Executive means that further delay in the agreement and delivery of a strategy, following consultation, is inevitable.  This situation must not be allowed to drift further and a new Executive must be mindful that a persistent criticism of the previous strategy (2006 – 2016) was that its implementation was undermined by the lack of an Action Plan after 2011.
In any event, similar to the situation with the draft PfG, there currently is no agreed NI Executive Budget for 2017/18, given recent political instability.  In those circumstances, it appears that funding for new projects or initiatives cannot be allocated by civil servants in the absence of an Executive being formed and a budget being agreed.  UNISON agrees with the comment of NICCY that the lack of clarity on resource allocation is a grave omission, as a Strategy without clarity on resource allocation will not be able to deliver on any of the NI Executive’s commitments to children.
 The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child has been clear that a national children’s strategy should be linked to national development planning and included in national budgeting; otherwise, the strategy may remain marginalised outside key decision‑making processes.

We note the reference to the new Social Strategy which will set out how the Executive proposes to tackle poverty, social exclusion and patterns of deprivation, which will impact on the well-being of children and young people.
 We would welcome clarity from the Executive as to when this strategy will be subject to full public consultation.  UNISON has consistently called for the introduction of an Anti-Poverty Strategy to tackle poverty, social exclusion and patterns of deprivation based on objective need, as required under section 28E of the Northern Ireland Act 1998.  In 2015 the High Court found the NI Executive was acting unlawfully for not having adopted such a strategy following a Judicial Review brought by CAJ.  
In terms of the key principles which have guided the development of the Strategy and which will influence its delivery, we note the reference to the strategy as rights-based.  Whilst this reference is to be welcomed, in order for this to be realised, children’s rights must be mainstreamed fully throughout the Strategy.  It is not sufficient to simply refer in a limited way to certain UNCRC rights at the beginning of outlining each of the outcomes.  Instead the outcomes must reflect in a detailed manner on the UNCRC requirements relevant to them, with particular reference to the interaction between the general principles of the UNCRC (Article 2 – non-discrimination, Article 3 – best interests of the child as a primary consideration, Article 6 – right to life, Article 12 – right to participate) and that outcome.  Each outcome must outline the relevant Concluding Observations of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child and must provide an Action Plan as to how these will be implemented in relation to that outcome.  There must in addition be a commitment to advancing policy under each outcome in line with the advice and guidance offered by the Committee on the Rights of the Child through its General Comments.  Contrary to what is currently stated under the Strategy, the UNCRC Articles and Concluding Observations are not merely a ‘‘helpful and important guide’’;
 they are legally binding commitments and a principle of this strategy must be that Government will recognise children as rights holders and will implement children’s rights through law, policy and practice.
6.0  OUTCOMES
Rather than commenting on each of the 8 outcomes set out within the draft Children and Young People’s Strategy in detail, UNISON has commented below on the outcomes which are of most relevance to the concerns of our members.  A general concern that we would have across each outcome is the lack of tangible actions that the Executive will take to advance children’s rights.  Instead there are only ‘‘high level commitments’’ on the part of the NI Executive.
 We have highlighted specific actions below which we believe should be taken to further children’s rights under each outcome.  It is concerning that under each outcome very limited reference is currently made to children’s rights under the UNCRC.  
We would preface our comments on each of the outcomes by stating our support for the recommendations made in relation to actions which should be taken under each outcome by NICCY and the Children’s Law Centre in their responses to the consultation process.  The relevant Concluding Observations of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child must form the basis of the actions which the Executive proposes to take to advance children’s rights under each outcome.  NICCY has already highlighted the Concluding Observations relevant to each outcome within its submission to the consultation process.
  The final strategy must explicitly reference these and set out specific, measurable, achievable, realistic and timely actions as to how each each Concluding Observation will be implemented.
Outcome – Children and young people are physically and mentally healthy – We note here that reference is made to how tackling poverty and health inequalities together with a shift towards prevention and early intervention will be central to the Executive’s approach under this outcome.
 In outlining the issues affecting children under this outcome, references are made to the deprivation gap in health outcomes for children and young people.
 Whilst this emphasis is to be welcomed, we are concerned by the lack of detailed actions that will be taken by the Executive to achieve this outcome in this way.    

UNISON is extremely concerned by growing health inequalities, particularly for working class people in areas of disadvantage.  We have called for the restoring of the health and well-being of our people to be the Number 1 priority in the Programme for Government.  Reducing health inequalities, including for our children and young people, will require a significant, cross-governmental approach including the development of a public health model and increased funding for health and social care; a commitment to a real Living Wage and the abolition of zero-hour contracts for the lowest paid in order to lift family incomes and alleviate child poverty levels; providing for adequate, affordable and accessible childcare to allow parents, particularly women, to stay in or return to work; taking action to reduce growing inequalities in educational outcomes for children and young people; the creation of real jobs for the long-term unemployed in areas of greatest disadvantage through support for schemes like the UNISON Health Employment Partnership; tackling housing inequality, including increased investment in social housing, and tackling homelessness; the delivery of a Bill of Rights for the people of Northern Ireland and; a commitment across Government to deliver investment, and all policies, strategies and plans, on the basis of promoting equality of opportunity and addressing objective need.  These actions are all currently missing from the list of actions the Executive intends to take in support of delivery of this outcome.  In order to ensure that children are physically and mentally healthy, the Executive needs to commit to the delivery of policies, strategies and outcomes that will raise family incomes and reduce unemployment, reduce economic inequality, and ensure that all children live in appropriate housing.  Without such actions, health inequalities between children in the most and least deprived areas will continue to be unacceptable.
In order to achieve this outcome, the Executive should prioritise and properly fund a public health model, encompassing all of primary care, social care and acute care, with eradicating health inequalities as its central goal.  All Ministers and Executive Departments must take responsibility for a public health system.  The internal market in health and social care should be abolished and the costly and unnecessary commissioner/provider split should be removed, including Trusts.  There must be an accompanying end to the outsourcing of health services and jobs to the private sector - the health and well-being of the people is not for profit making.  A new public health model on a cross-Governmental basis must have clear targets and timetables to address health inequalities, particularly for children and young people.  The lack of targets to reduce health inequalities for children is a significant omission within the current draft strategy and must be addressed.

A clear linkage should be drawn between the actions that will be taken to achieve this outcome and the current reform process underway within the health and social care system, initiated by the publication of ‘Health and Wellbeing 2026 – Delivering Together’ (October 2016) following the recommendations made by an Expert Panel led by Professor Rafael Bengoa.
 

We note the reference to how the provision of health care services and programmes for children and young people with a disability will be of the same quality and standard that is provided to others.
 UNISON would highlight here that equity of access must not be confused with promoting equality of opportunity for children and young people.  Disability is not a unitary concept and children with disabilities will have a differing spectrum of needs.  In order to meet those needs and ensure equality of opportunity for children and young people with disabilities, it may be necessary to provide specific, different, tailored services for every child.  

In relation to the indicators chosen for this outcome, we would reiterate the concerns raised above in relation to the potential for these indicators to provide only a limited and partial sense of the direction of travel with regards to achieving this outcome.  Despite the acknowledgement of the significance of health inequalities between the most and least deprived areas in Northern Ireland, it is only proposed that childhood obesity will be broken down by deprivation quintile.
 Each indicator set out within this outcome must be broken down to demonstrate the inequality gap between the most and least deprived areas.  A considerably wider suite of indicators is required here, including indicators relating to childhood disability; alcohol, drug and substance abuse (including so called ‘legal highs’); rates of sexually transmitted infections amongst young people; suicide rates; self-harm levels; and waiting times for appointments across health and social care, including mental health outpatient appointments.  Many of these issues, including relevant data, are already referenced within the draft Strategy.

UNISON would share the concern raised by the Children’s Law Centre in relation to the use of GCHQ12 scores as an indicator for mental health and emotional well-being amongst all children and young people.  As the Strategy itself notes, these are not recommended for use for all children under 16, and potentially omits large numbers of children who use mental health services.  The GCHQ12 score does not measure children awaiting assessment or those detained for treatment at the regional Beechcroft Child and Adolescent Mental Health Unit.  In addition, this measure will not capture the large numbers of children within Northern Ireland with a learning disability.  An alternative indicator set in relation to mental health and learning disability must be developed, which must capture data in relation to all children and young people, both over and under age 16.  We would highlight and support the submission of the Children’s Law Centre in this regard.     
Outcome – Children and young people enjoy play and leisure – UNISON supports the statement made by the Executive here that often play and leisure is taken for granted and its importance for a child’s development and well-being is neglected, including by Government not supporting play.
  The benefits of play in terms of physical and mental health and education are acknowledged.
 The negative impact of poverty in the enjoyment of the right to play, in terms of inability to participate in activities enjoyed by children from the least disadvantaged areas, is also identified.

UNISON has grown very concerned that recent approaches adopted by the Education Authority (EA) and Department of Education (DE) to the funding of play and leisure services for children and young people do not support play and leisure as an integral part of child development and education, and will have particularly negative consequences for children and young people living in poverty.  In recent months, due to the lack of a defined Education Budget for 2017/18, funding for youth services, including Extended Provision youth services, which work with vulnerable and hard to reach children in some of the most deprived communities, has come under serious doubt.  Staff were placed on protective notice and have only recently had their contracts extended until 31st July 2017.  However, no final budget has been set and the scale of any reductions in budget remains unclear.  
In addition, in recent months the EA has consulted on proposals to close four of the eight existing statutory residential outdoor education centres.  UNISON and colleagues from across the Trade Union side have already expressed grave concerns both verbally and in writing to the EA through the Joint Negotiating Council in relation to the proposed closures.  We believe these closures cannot be justified and to date, the process undertaken by the EA in terms of consultation and engagement with unions and staff has been unacceptable.  Outdoor education is highly valued by children, their parents, teachers, youth workers and leaders.  Statutory centres are recognised as having the expertise and knowledge to support a wide range of young people with differing needs.  A series of statements made by the then Education Minister suggested that the reason behind these closures is driven by a desire to cut budgets, rather than reallocate resources for other services.  As yet, no final decision has been made with regards to these four centres, but if they are closed, many young people, particularly those from areas of poverty and deprivation will not have an opportunity to experience the natural environment and all it has to offer.  These Centres provide educational and learning experiences that cannot be quantified or appraised in terms of budgets.  The Executive should move to secure the future of these centres as part of the development of the Children and Young People’s Strategy. 
Outcome – Children and young people learn and achieve – UNISON is very concerned by the lack of resources within our education system.  The recent consultation process on the regional are plan has revealed that there has been a 3.8% decrease in the education budget for Northern Ireland
 and that it is anticipated that in coming years the number of schools with budget deficits will increase, with 175 primary schools and 47 post-primary schools currently having a budget deficit.
 The previous Education Minister has stated that further cuts to the Education Budget will be coming, stating in the Assembly that in actual terms, the budget is £52 million down, with pressures on the budget in the region of £100 million.
 We are very concerned as to how this outcome can be achieved, with educational inequalities being reduced, in the absence of the resources clearly required in education.  Schools should not be judged as unsustainable and face closure or merger in future because they have been the victims of austerity leveraged upon them by the Department of Education.  In the last 12 months, UNISON has also been extremely concerned by proposals from the Education Authority to reduce pre-school and nursery provision for children in special schools.  UNISON fails to see how actions such as these can provide children and young people with the best start in life and we believe that any curtailment of services for pre-school children with special educational needs should not be allowed.    
In addition to dealing with these issues, the Children’s Strategy should instead set out a framework to tackle under achievement by raising school standards; weight funding mechanisms to fully reflect the targeting objective need priority; further the development and resourcing of high quality pre-school education, beginning with TSN areas and further the goal of integrated education and ensure adequate provision of Irish language education and other minority groups educational needs.

Addressing educational inequality through the provision of adequate resources must be a key commitment within the Children and Young People’s Strategy.  UNISON wishes to see a new approach to the funding formula for schools that not only restores recent cuts, but targets objective need and inequality of outcomes.  The role of classroom, nursery and special needs staff must be protected and strengthened.  
UNISON policy is to pursue the provision of free nutritional meals to all pupils.  This is to promote long-term health and is a specific measure to reduce deprivation and promote equality.  We would urge that this be taken forwards under this outcome, instead of the current proposals to simply reform the eligibility criteria for entitlement to free school meals and uniform grants.  Whilst we note the DE assertion that this will result in 2,000 more children receiving free school meals and uniform grants, it is concerning that such changes would result in some children losing their current eligibility.
  The Executive should be seeking to fully expand such programmes, and children should not lose an existing, necessary benefit.   

It is welcome that within this outcome, there is a focus on the educational inequalities experienced by numerous groups of children and young people, including children living in poverty, children who do not have English as a first language, children with special educational needs, looked after children and children from the Traveller or Roma communities.  However, as with the other outcomes under this strategy, we are concerned by the lack of tangible, specific actions, such as investment in schools, staff, or the development of new programmes or policies to deal with the particular, differing needs of children and young people in education which will strengthen their rights.  The Concluding Observations of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child relating to education should form the basis for the actions that will be taken under the strategy.  In addition, the indicator associated with this outcome relating to education inequality must be amended to ensure that it chart educational outcomes for all groups of children that face educational inequalities, not just children entitled to Free School Meals.  

Outcome – Children and young people live in safety and stability – UNISON is concerned to note the lack of specific actions under this outcome to tackle domestic violence and the lack of a specific indicator relating to domestic violence or the abuse or neglect of children more generally.  As a union, we operate a domestic violence programme, where trained UNISON women stewards continue to provide domestic abuse support to staff across Health Trusts.  We have consistently recommended that Government take particular action to tackle the growing problem of domestic violence against women and children.  In particular, we have asked for: 

· research into the causes of such violence in addition to policies to raise awareness and action to deal with it; 

· a review of legal, economic & social support for victims;

· public authority commitments to zero tolerance;

· voluntary organisations working together and sharing good practice;
· employers raising it as a workplace issue which affects job performance, causes absenteeism and stress;

· amendment of the Children’s Order to ensure protection from violence and abusive ex-partners for women and children.

Outcome – Children and young people experience economic and environmental well-being - Under this outcome, it is stated that the conditions directly and uniquely attributable to poverty should never determine the opportunities a child has to reach their fullest potential.
The impact that poverty has on children’s life chances in terms of their education, health and right to play is recognised.  We note that the rates of child poverty are assessed at the 2014/15 levels as 23% of children living in poverty, with 100,100 in absolute poverty before housing costs.
 It should also be noted that the percentage of children in relative poverty after housing costs in 2014/15 was 28%, an increase of 2% from 2013/14 and 6% from 2012/13.
 The UK Child Poverty target for relative poverty was less than 10% before housing costs by 2020-21.  
We note that the indicator associated with this outcome relates only to absolute poverty before housing costs.  In addition to these measures being deployed, UNISON also believes that both absolute and relative poverty levels after housing costs must be measured in assessing progress against this indicator.  These measures provide a better indicator of disposable income, as housing costs remain relatively fixed.  Further indicators should also be developed, including monitoring levels of persistent child poverty and additional measures set out within the Child Poverty Strategy 2016, such as the number of households with children where one adult is in work and the household is in poverty.  
We note the lack of reference to the Child Poverty Strategy under this outcome.  Whilst UNISON is aware that the Executive agreed a Child Poverty Strategy in March 2016, the Child Poverty Alliance has raised concerns around the nature of this strategy, particularly the lack of action plans, targets, milestones, strategic outcomes and/or timescales or budgets to follow the strategy.  The Children and Young People’s Strategy must be accompanied by an updated and resourced Child Poverty Strategy.  
UNISON would urge here that the final Strategy make explicit commitment to an Anti-Poverty Strategy as required to be developed under section 28E of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 and that a timetable for its introduction be set out.  A conference hosted in UNISON by the NI Anti-Poverty Network and the Child Poverty Alliance in April 2016 discussed a set of principles for the Anti-Poverty Strategy, which are included at Appendix A of this submission.  We would urge commitment to these principles within the new Anti-Poverty Strategy.  In relation to child poverty specifically, an Anti-Poverty Strategy would cover and interconnect Executive policy rather than being limited to a list of existing or proposed initiatives, including the Child Poverty Strategy.  As such it should also contain measurable targeted outcomes to reduce levels of poverty overall and among specific groups.  This should includes measures to meet targets set for the reduction of child poverty.  
Measures to deal with child poverty must include the implementation of a childcare strategy which provides for comprehensive, accessible and affordable provision and which boosts the economy by allowing parents to stay in work and increasing the economic participation of women.  In order to genuinely and progressively reduce child poverty levels, measures must be taken to reduce the outgoings and increase the incomes of parents.  Official statistics show that 51% of working age adults in relative poverty are in fact living in a household in which one adult is working.
 Important elements would include matters such as the reintroduction of rent controls, social clauses in procurement, the tailoring of investment and economic strategies within the framework of the Anti-Poverty Strategy, and strengthening employment rights and their enforcement to tackle poorly paid work.
The Executive should commit within the Children and Young People’s Strategy to boost family incomes by improving pay and terms and conditions of employment, both in the public and private sectors.  Low pay and child poverty are inherently linked.  Inflation in the UK is set to rise as a weakened pound feeds into increases in production costs and consumer prices.
  In Northern Ireland, inflation reached 2.3% in February of this year, with most forecasters expecting it to exceed 3% by the middle of 2017.  This will have a consequent negative effect on real wages.
 Boosting public sector pay, such as by introducing the real Living Wage (currently £8.45 per hour), including for under 25s, and by addressing longstanding inequalities in pay for health and social care workers compared to other countries in the NHS, would boost the economy and alleviate child poverty through raising family incomes.  The recent 1% pay rise recommended for health and social workers in Northern Ireland is completely insufficient.  The Executive should take steps to establish the real Living Wage as the minimum rate of pay across all of the public sector, and make it a condition of all procurement exercises between public bodies and the private, community and voluntary and social enterprise sectors.  As improvements in pay can easily be negated by exploitative practices such as zero-hours contracts, the Executive must also take the lead in abolishing the use of such practices.
The continued impact of austerity and welfare cuts in exacerbating poverty must also be recognised in the Children and Young People’s Strategy, with measures being agreed by the Executive to counter this.  The Executive should recognise the context of, and seek to challenge and minimise the impact of, the budget cuts to the NI Block Grant in relation to poverty.  This includes the examination of progressive revenue raising measures (including rates for the better off) rather than giving primacy to further regressive cuts.  The introduction of the Benefits Cap in Northern Ireland will negatively affect thousands of households, with no measures yet agreed to support families transferring onto Universal Credit from September 2017.  UNISON opposes the punitive changes to Child Tax Credits that will restrict credits to two children only.  It is abhorrent that in order to qualify for credits for a third child a woman will be forced to show the child was conceived as a result of rape.  It is a cruel and inhumane to force victims of rape to ‘prove’ that they have been raped to access vital benefits that help keep themselves, and their children, out of poverty.  Women should not be placed in a position of choosing between poverty or opening themselves up to further trauma or even abuse for them and their child if they are in a domestic violence situation.  Our Executive must oppose such policies and adopt a united position of calling on the UK Government to scrap such a measure.

Outcome – Children and young people live in a society in which equality of opportunity and good relations are promoted – UNISON would submit that a much stronger statement should be made under this outcome in relation to the statutory equality duty under section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 that requires public authorities when carrying out their functions to have due regard to the need to promote equality of opportunity for nine categories of persons, including children and young people.  We would reiterate the concerns we have already raised above in relation to the emphasis on fair and equal treatment under this outcome, which is a misunderstanding of what is meant by equality of opportunity, which often requires proactive measures to be taken when considering certain particularly marginalised groups, rather than treating all children the same. This outcome area should be reframed, clearly placing an obligation on the Executive to ensure that all children and young people are protected from discrimination of any kind, and have access to equality of opportunity across all aspects of their lives.
As with the other outcomes under the strategy, we would highlight our concern at the lack of strategic policies, actions or initiatives which will be taken forwards to promote equality of opportunity for children and young people.  The relevant recommendations of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (which highlighted numerous issues of discrimination and inequality facing children, as well as the ways in which children continue to be impacted by the legacy of the conflict, including through being subjected to so-called ‘punishment attacks’) should form the basis for actions that the Executive will take under this outcome to realise children’s rights.  

In addition, the indicators chosen here are limited and do not reflect the statutory obligation on the Executive to promote equality of opportunity for children and young people.  The indicators chosen relate to attitudes young people have towards Catholics, Protestants and minority ethnic groups, and the percentage of young people who regularly socialise with young people from different religious communities, and as such are reflective of the duty to promote good relations.  In the first instance, these indicators are limited as they only measure children’s attitudes towards one another, rather than the more pervasive problem of the attitudes society as a whole has towards children and young people.  Secondly, indicators must be included which reflect the discrimination and inequality that children and young people face under each of the nine section 75 categories, such as the extent to which they experience discrimination based on their age, the extent to which they experience discrimination based on their gender, sexual orientation, racial background, religious belief etc.  Numerous data sets exist which have measured these issues over a number of years and these should be adopted for this strategy and strengthened where necessary.  In addition, public authorities should be strongly reminded that equality monitoring for all section 75 categories is a statutory requirement under Schedule 9 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998, as set out within their respective Equality Schemes. 

7.0  COMPLIANCE WITH EQUALITY LEGISLATION AND POLICY
UNISON notes the decision to screen the draft Strategy out as not requiring an EQIA.  We disagree with this decision.  The decision to screen the policy out as only having a ‘minor’ impact on the promotion of equality of opportunity appears to be based on the concept that the impact will be mitigated through screening of policies that are developed/revised in response to the strategy, with further equality screening and if deemed appropriate, Equality Impact Assessment (EQIA) carried out.
 We consider this reasoning to be flawed and not in line with the duty to promote equality of opportunity under section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998.  

Given the significance of the Children and Young People’s Strategy, UNISON would have expected the equality screening to conclude that the potential impact on enjoyment of equality of opportunity, as a result of the policy proposals contained in the Strategy, is major and therefore should be ‘screened in’ for an EQIA.  The DE, which has conducted the screening exercise, has misunderstood the purpose of assessing policies for their impact on the promotion of equality of opportunity through screening and EQIA.  The aim of this process is to ensure that a policy promotes equality of opportunity for each of the nine section 75 categories, or where the potential for the Strategy to negatively impact on the promotion of equality of opportunity is identified, that this is either mitigated against or alternative policies are developed.  The aim of the Strategy should be to have a positive impact on the promotion of equality of opportunity for every child and young person in Northern Ireland.  In light of this, to conclude that the proposals contained in the Strategy will have only minor impacts on the promotion of equality of opportunity for children across the nine section 75 categories is completely insufficient. 

 UNISON has highlighted numerous actions which could be taken under this strategy to further promote equality of opportunity for children and young people.  An EQIA must be conducted in order to map the existing inequalities that children under each of the nine section 75 categories face and to advise on the policies that should be taken forwards in order to address these inequalities and promote equality of opportunity for children and young people.  No evidence has been used within the screening to assess what these inequalities are, which immediately casts doubt on the conclusion that the impact of this policy is only ‘minor’.  The failure to use evidence in conducting this screening exercise is a clear breach of the commitment made to do so within DE’s approved Equality Scheme.
 

We reject the suggestion made within the screening that the draft Children and Young People’s Strategy does not represent a ‘policy’ for the purposes of section 75.
  The Equality Commission Guidance for Public Authorities on section 75 makes it clear that a ‘policy’ is a broad and inclusive concept, covering any strategy, policy, practice or decision and covers all the ways that a public authority intends to carry out its functions.  The Commission is also clear that whatever status or label is accorded to an amended or new policy, for example, ‘draft’, ‘pilot’, or ‘high level’ the equality and good relations implications must be considered in terms of assessing the likely impact of a policy through screening and, if necessary, subjecting the policy to an EQIA.
 This highlights clearly that DE cannot simply derogate the responsibility to assess this policy for its impact on the promotion of equality of opportunity to other public authorities that will be operating under the strategy.  This definition is also reflected within the DE approved Equality Scheme and the failure to identify the draft strategy as a policy, and subsequently to fully asses it for its impact on the promotion of equality of opportunity, is in breach of this scheme.
 

Under the DE approved Equality Scheme it states that where a consultee, including the Equality Commission, raises a concern about a screening decision based on supporting evidence, the Department will review the screening decision.
 UNISON would request that the screening decision be reviewed in this instance; that the policy be rescreened, using data and evidence which demonstrates the inequalities facing children across each of the nine section 75 categories; and that the strategy be ‘screened in’ as requiring a full EQIA.
Conclusion
Given the concerns highlighted within this submission, UNISON would welcome a clear commitment on the part of the DE and all Executive Departments to engage with us and other relevant stakeholders.  We anticipate a detailed response to our comments which demonstrates that they have been given proper consideration.  We believe that direct engagement is the most valuable form of engagement in relation to these proposals.
For further information, please contact: 
John Patrick Clayton, Policy Officer – j.clayton@unison.co.uk
Telephone – 028 90270190
UNISON, Galway House, 165 York St, Belfast, BT15 1AL
Appendix A: Key Principles for the Anti-Poverty Strategy

The following principles relate to effective implementation by the NI Executive of the strategy to tackle poverty, social exclusion and patterns of deprivation based on objective need, required by section 28E of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 (as amended). 

In 2015 the High Court found the NI Executive was acting unlawfully for not having adopted such a strategy following a Judicial Review brought by human rights NGO CAJ with support from the PILS (Public Interest Litigation Support) Project.
 

These principles were first drafted as the result of a civil society roundtable, of academics and practitioners, hosted by CAJ in February 2016 and were then further refined following a conference in April 2016 organised jointly by the Northern Ireland Anti-Poverty Network and the Child Poverty Alliance.  The principles urge that the Anti-Poverty strategy be informed by the following key principles:

1: 
Definitions of Poverty and Objective Need 

Similar to our neighbouring jurisdictions
 the strategy should include a proper definition of poverty, consistent with international standards on socio-economic rights, which reflects material deprivation and an income that falls below an adequate standard of living;
 

The strategy should equally ensure proper definitions of objective need which remove or reduce the scope for discrimination by tying the allocation of resources to neutral criteria that measure deprivation irrespective of community background or other affiliation.

2: 
Overarching, targeted outcomes, monitoring and remedies

The Anti-Poverty strategy should be overarching, covering and interconnecting Executive policy rather than being limited to a list of existing or proposed initiatives, including the child poverty strategy.  As such it should also contain measurable targeted outcomes to reduce levels of poverty overall and among specific groups. This includes measures to meet targets set for the reduction of child poverty.  The monitoring framework should ensure disaggregation across equality categories including gender and ethnic groups (including community background).  The strategy should contain a binding-mechanism for remedies when Departments do not make targets. 

3: 
Countering austerity 

The Anti-Poverty strategy should recognise the context of, and seek to challenge and minimise the impact of the budget cuts to the NI Block Grant in relation to poverty, including gender-specific poverty.  This includes the examination of progressive revenue raising measures (including rates for the better off) rather than giving primacy to further regressive cuts.  

4: 
Rights-based approach  

The Anti-Poverty strategy reflects state responsibility rather than charitable benevolence and should follow a ‘rights-based’ approach, and hence further the realisation of human rights as laid down in international standards.  

5:
Policy Appraisal  

The Anti-Poverty strategy should incorporate mechanisms to ensure that all new and revised policies are consistent with the aims of the strategy to tackle poverty on the basis of objective need.  Such a process is already implicit within, and could be accommodated within, the existing equality impact assessment process. 

6: 
Childcare 

The strategy should incorporate a childcare strategy that implements comprehensive provision and boosts the economy by allowing parents to stay in work and increasing the economic participation of women. 

7: 
Macro impact measures 

A strategy should not be limited to project-type measures, which whilst important interventions in themselves, will be more limited than macro measures.  The strategy needs to be geared to reducing the outgoings and/or increasing the incomes of persons subjected to poverty.  Important elements would include matters such as the reintroduction of rent controls, social clauses in procurement, the tailoring of investment and economic strategies within the framework of the strategy, strengthening employment rights and their enforcement to tackle poorly paid work.  
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� “People are living in poverty if their income and resources (material, cultural and social) are so inadequate as to preclude them from having a standard of living which is regarded as acceptable by Irish society generally. As a result of inadequate income and resources people may be excluded and marginalised from participating in 20 activities which are considered the norm for other people in society.” R of Ireland: National Action Plan for Social Inclusion 2007-2016.
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