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Dynamics of exclusion/inclusion are deeply embedded

Key insight #3:

The dynamics of exclusion and inclusion in which migrant children are involved are
deeply embedded in the structures, institutions and values of Irish society.

The research highlights that the dynamics of exclusion and inclusion in which migrant children are involved are
deeply embedded in the structures of Irish society. For example, it is clear that to an extent, children reproduce adult
discourses of belonging and exclusion in their interactions with each other. So, historically deeply rooted racist,
anti-English or anti-immigrant sentiments are reproduced in children’s peer group interactions. Furthermore, the
mechanisms by which families and children ‘get on’ in Irish society frequently work to marginalise migrant families
and children. For example, they are disadvantaged by their lack of knowledge about "how things work" in Ireland,
lack of contacts and extended family support. In this way, children in returning Irish families can connect to Irish
society in ways which are more difficult for other migrant children. Some migrant families and children are excluded
from wider Irish society because they lack the financial resources, and sometimes the time, to engage with activities
that might develop a sense of belonging. In other words, the dynamics of exclusion and inclusion in which migrant
children are involved go far beyond the attitudinal, and instead are deeply embedded in the structures, institutions
and values of Irish society. Policies which aim to address exclusion and racism in Irish society need to recognise this.

Children’s issues can affect migrant children disproportionately

Key insight #4:

Migrant children’s issues can be addressed by addressing issues which affect all children.

Migrant children are affected by the same issues as all children, such as: poor recreational facilities, a poorly
resourced education system and poorly planned neighbourhoods. However, in many ways, these issues can

affect migrant children disproportionately. For example, the lack of public recreational facilities and poor public
transport links in many areas limit opportunities to meet other children and young people, which particularly
affects those who are new to an area or who cannot afford to access commercial recreational facilities. Similarly,

a lack of investment in the education system impacts disproportionately on those pupils who are not considered
to be ‘mainstream’, for example, children whose first language is not English. Increased investment in staffing and
resourcing of schools could contribute to better educational facilities for all children. Therefore, it is not sufficient to
view ‘migrant children’s issues’ as a distinct problem; rather, it is necessary to view them in their wider context and
to address the pressing issues which affect all children. This means going beyond narrow understandings of what
children’s issues are and looking at the underlying structural, spatial and social contexts of their lives.




Migrant children challenge assumptions about identity

Key insight #5:

‘Being a migrant’ is only one aspect of migrant children’s identities. Migrant children’s identity
negotiations can challenge dominant assumptions about ethnic and national identities.

Migrant children’s identities and belongings, like those of all children, are shaped in the context of their experiences in
spheres of life such as family, media, locality, friendships and popular culture. They develop identities and attachments
which are related to their age, gender, social class and where they live. Therefore, ‘being a migrant’ is not the only
important factor in defining who they are and how they interact with others — also what is important is being a boy
or girl, being a child or teenager, living in one neighbourhood or another, liking one type of music/sport or another.
However, being a migrant does intersect with other aspects of their identities, in different ways; for example, being a
migrant can become important in situations where one feels or is labelled as different, or where language differences
or educational or other practices segregate migrant children from non-migrant children.

It is also evident that migrant children and youth express their identities in ways which often diverge from the labels
that are imposed upon them (usually by adults). National or ethnic labels are not necessarily very important to them
and they can be used by them in many different ways. For some children, living in Ireland simply highlights a sense of
being a nationality other than Irish. Return migrant children’s experiences can destabilise the idea of a clear Irish/non-
Irish divide, while some children’s hybrid or multiple identities subvert assumptions about being either one nationality
or another.
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Children challenge assumptions about sameness and difference

Key insight #6:

Like all children, migrant children emphasise both their sameness and their differences in
peer group contexts. In this way, they challenge societal assumptions about hierarchies of
sameness and difference.

Society tends to define migrant children by their perceived cultural difference to ‘Irish” children. In general, factors
such as nationality, skin colour, religion and language are all used as markers of similarity and difference in relation
to migrants in Ireland, marking certain groups out as being more culturally close or distant than others to an
imagined Irish norm, based on perceptions of these markers®. However, the children’s experiences revealed in this
research confound many assumptions about hierarchies of sameness and difference which underlie these processes.
Many migrant children emphasise their sameness with their peers and underplay any differences. Others, who are
assumed to be culturally similar (based on skin colour or religion for example, or on Irish or EU citizenship), often
emphasise their differences, or find that they are perceived as being different by their peers. Many children work
very hard to assert their sameness and thus ensure their acceptance by peers and others, while some children and
young people like to express difference, but only in ways that they know are socially acceptable among their peers.
In this context, blunt policies of ‘celebrating difference’ are not always welcome, and policy concerns which are
based only upon migrant children’s differences from Irish” children can be imbalanced.

Children develop complex coping strategies

Key insight #7:
Children develop complex strategies for coping with migration.

It can be argued that two ideas dominate thinking on how children cope with migration. First, it is often assumed
that migration is unnatural and disruptive for children, giving rise to ideas of migrant children as inherently
vulnerable victims. Secondly, there is an assumption, often expressed by parents, that children are inherently
adaptable and can cope with migration with no difficulties whatsoever. Our research suggests that these are
extreme views and that many children develop complex transcultural competences and strategies for belonging,
often through necessity. In other words, they do learn to cope but not without effort and action (sometimes
considerable) on their own part, and sometimes in difficult circumstances. So, we have seen that migrant children
develop complex strategies involving for example using accents, music or sport to access or create friendship groups
and to belong in ways in which they feel comfortable. Also, some young migrants talk about feeling that they have
become more confident and outgoing as a result of migration. Furthermore, in contrast to the idea of migration

as unnatural for children, many of the children feel that migration has been beneficial to them, for example in
facilitating a better quality of life. However, sometimes the demands of migration can be overwhelming for children,
especially in situations where they have experienced multiple successive migrations between different countries,
languages and school systems.

32 See for example: O'Connell, M. & Winston, N. (2006) ‘Changing attitudes towards minorities in Ireland,” in Garry et al. eds. Irish Social and Political
Attitudes. Liverpool University Press; McGinnity et al (2006) Migrants’ Experiences of Racism and Discrimination in Ireland, Economic and Social Research
Institute, November 2006; Halpin, J. (2008) An exploration of Irish attitudes to migration and integration in Ireland, unpub. MA thesis, UCC
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Migrant children have a right to family life

Key insight #8:

Children’s and young people’s rights to migration and family life can be undermined
by the policies and practices of migration.

Migrant children’s human rights are undermined in a number of ways by immigration processes and policies®. In
addition, children’s right to family life (as outlined in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child) can sometimes be
undermined by the short and long-term family separations which can ensue as a result of migration. Even short-term
separations can be difficult for children. These separations result in part from family strategies to reduce the risks of
international migration as well as parental choices and children’s lack of agency in relation to such decisions. However,
policies and practices surrounding migration also contribute to these short and long-term family separations, whether
relating to restrictions on family reunification for non-EU citizen parents, the insecurities of the labour market and of
housing and education provision for migrant worker families in Ireland or global migration processes. The outcome of
these processes and policies is that children’s and young people’s rights to migrate with their parents, and therefore to
live with their parents and siblings, can be undermined.

Children’s material circumstances matter

Key insight #9:

Children’s lives and opportunities are profoundly affected by their migrant parents’,
or their own, material circumstances, which are in turn shaped by the policies and
practices surrounding migration to Ireland.

Migrant children’s material circumstances vary considerably, from the relative material comfort of children in many
returning Irish families to the poverty experienced by those in the DP system. While material resources can provide
children with the opportunities to take part in extra-curricular or other leisure activities, or to travel to visit family
members or friends in other countries, the opposite is also true. Lack of financial resources in many migrant families,
including migrant worker and asylum-seeker/refugee families, means fewer or no such opportunities for the children.
Many migrant families experience downward social mobility on migration to Ireland, especially African and Latin
American families, although interestingly, this is not always perceived negatively by the children. Low incomes in many
migrant families, associated with deskilling of parents, the DP system and general barriers to occupational mobility for
immigrants®, have a profound effect on children’s lives in many ways.

3 Children’s Rights Alliance (2006) From Rhetoric to Rights: Second Shadow Report to the United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child; Kilkelly, U. (2007)
Barriers to the Realisation of Children’s Rights in Ireland, Report Commissioned by the Ombudsman for Children
4 Barrett, A. and Duffy, D. (2007) Are Ireland’s immigrants integrating into its labour market? Working Paper 199, Economic and Social Research Institute, Dublin.
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Children’s perspectives matter in migration and integration

Key insight #10:

Attempting to listen to children’s voices can reveal different and sometimes unexpected
perspectives on migration and integration. There is an urgent need for children’s own
perspectives to be acknowledged in these areas.

Our research has highlighted children’s own perspectives on migration, integration and living in Ireland, and shows
that these are often different to those of adults, or to the ways in which adults assume that children view and
experience the world. In the first instance, this research shows that children are migrants too, and are not simply
‘attachments’ to adult migration. They form an integral part of complex family migration strategies (and sometimes
migrate on their own) and they have their own views on the experiences of moving to and living in Ireland. For
example, while the problems of the DP system and family reunification procedures are well-known, the research
has highlighted the ways in which these impact upon children’s lives in very specific ways. The research reveals,
from children’s own perspectives, the ways in which family members can support each other during migration and
settlement, as well as the painful and traumatic effects of short- and long-term separations from family members
and friends as a result of migrations.

This research also suggests that ‘integration’, or making connections with other children, happens in a variety of
ways, such as through school, shared interests in popular culture and having access to shared public spaces. In other
words, social mixing can happen in ways and in spaces which go beyond the formal and sometimes exclusionary
avenues of sport and English language acquisition on which many ‘integration’ strategies rely. There is an urgent
need therefore for children’s own perspectives to be acknowledged in areas which impact on their lives, such as in
migration and integration policies and strategies.
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Direct Provision

The Direct Provision system works as follows. On receipt of an asylum application in the Office of the Refugee
Applications Commissioner (ORAC), asylum seekers (whether single or as part of family groups) are placed in
temporary accommodation in the area of Dublin for a period of 14 days. After this period they are relocated (usually
outside Dublin) to one of 75 asylum dispersal centres where they receive accommodation, three daily meals and a
weekly cash payment (of €19.10 per adult and €9.50 per child). Asylum seekers are also entitled to a bi-annual
exceptional needs payment of €100. Asylum seekers (again whether single or part of a family group) must remain
in the centre while they are in the asylum determination process. Most dispersal centres do not permit residents to
cook their own food and asylum seekers are prohibited from gaining paid employment. The (limited) research that
has been carried out on the Direct Provision policy in Ireland has consistently pointed to the problems associated
with extreme boredom, material deprivation, social exclusion, feelings of helplessness, anxiety and depression
amongst residents®. Despite the negative impacts the Direct Provision system can have on many residents, these
same residents and management in individual centres can sometimes work together to relieve these tensions and
difficulties. It seems obvious to point out that an aim of the dispersal policy is to prevent asylum seekers from
settling into a community or locality until a decision about their asylum claim is has been made (a process that can
take many months, if not years). In December 2007 approximately 30% of those living in Direct Provision centres
in Ireland were below 12 years of age; this numbers 1,964 children. This means that there are hundreds of children
living in the country’s 75 direct provision centres.

3 See Breen, C. (2008) The policy of direct provision in Ireland: A violation of asylum seekers’ right to an adequate standard of housing International Journal of

Refugee Law, 20: 611-632; NASC (2008) Hidden Cork: The Perspectives of Asylum Seekers on Direct Provision and the Asylum Legal System, Cork; O'Connor, C.
(2007) Direct Discrimination? An analysis of the scheme of Direct Provision in Ireland Dublin; Vanderhurst, S. (2007) Identity in refuge: The distinct experiences
of asylum seekers in Ireland Notre Dame Journal of Undergraduate Research.
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