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ABSTRACT 
This case study explores the operation of Comhairle na nÓg as a governmental citizen engagement 
initiative. It begins by outlining what is meant by citizen engagement and why this is particularly 
important in the area of children and young people’s participation. The study examines the 
origins and evolution of Comhairle na nÓg. Having outlined the administration and organization 
of the organization, the study examines the particular strengths of Comhairle na nÓg as well as 
considering the key challenges facing Comhairle na nÓg engagement efficacy. Readers of this case 
study can expect to understand the operation and implementation Comhairle na nÓg as a citizen 
engagement activity in its own right; but also in terms of the integration of children and young 
people’s voice into the broader governance and engagement agenda at local level.
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FOREWORD
The Reform Delivery Office (RDO) in the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform has 
developed a series of case studies on citizen engagement, in partnership with researchers 
and public bodies, as a commitment under the Our Public Service 2020, Development and 
Innovation Framework. 

The key objectives of this initiative are to: 

• Document and capture learning around implementation and delivery of citizen engagement 
initiatives; 

• Acknowledge progress made and share best practice in citizen engagement initiatives; and 

• Create valuable educational resources that add to the existing body of knowledge on the 
Irish Public Service

These Case Studies are not intended to be evaluations of the overall success and impact of the 
case examined, rather, the aim is to capture reflections on citizen engagement initiatives.  

Furthermore, by telling the story behind these Case Studies it is hoped to communicate 
achievements and lessons learned and to acknowledge the significant progress that has been 
made under Action 4 of Our Public Service 2020- to significantly improve communications 
and engagement with the public.

The case studies initiative builds on the pilot case studies project that was undertaken by the 
RDO in 2017. The pilot project was established to produce teaching resources for lecturers 
and students of public policy and public administration, as well as for those broadly interested 
in public policy and its implementation. The project is intended to encourage learning among 
students and practitioners of public policy and also to inform the design and implementation 
process of future policy.  

Two Case Studies on Citizen Engagement have been undertaken by the RDO, in collaboration 
with the following public bodies and research institutions: 

• Comhairle na nÓg  and the National Strategy on Children and Youth People’s 
Participation in Decision-making 2015 - 2020– Department of Children and Youth Affairs 
in collaboration with the University of Limerick (UL)

• €300k- have your say- South Dublin County Council in collaboration with the Institute of 
Public Administration (IPA)

A further three case studies on citizen engagement will be undertaken during 2019. These will 
be published as a compendium together with an overarching paper that will identify key factors 
to be considered when designing a citizen engagement initiative. 

The Case Studies benefit from the input of the key public policy practitioners who led and 
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continue to lead these citizen engagement initiatives, and are based on interviews and research 
undertaken by leading researchers. 

The Department of Public Expenditure and Reform would like to acknowledge the 
contributions of all those involved in the production of these Case Studies, without whose time 
and dedication, this project would not have been possible. 

Reform Delivery Office 

June 2019
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INTRODUCTION
This case study examines Comhairle na nÓg as a governmental citizen engagement initiative. 
Citizen engagement refers to government initiated, formal structures for participation. It may 
be contrasted to other citizen-led participatory movements and organizations that tend to be 
organized from the ‘bottom up’ and characterized by more informal organizational structures 
and processes. This distinction is important. The formal, governmental nature of citizen 
engagement means that we need to pay attention not only to the organizational structure of 
the case in point, but also to its broader integration into the formal structures of government. 

Comhairle na nÓg are local youth councils comprised of children and young people aged 12-17 
that are formally provided for and recognized in all 31 Irish local authorities as a means to illicit 
and consult the views of children and young people on the development of local services and 
policies (DCYA, 2016: 2). They reflect a policy intention to apply the principles and provisions 
of UN Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) which recommended ‘the promotion 
and facilitation of children’s participation and respect for their views in decisions and policies 
affecting them’, in accordance with articles 12, 13 and 15 of the Convention (UN, 1989). 

Children and young people’s participation in decision-making 
is defined as the process by which children and young people 
have active involvement and real influence in decision-making 
on matters affecting their lives, both directly and indirectly

(Council of Europe, 2008; DCYA, 2016)

This study begins by explaining the rationale for formal citizen engagement in order to provide 
a context for this study. Section 2 examines the origins and evolution of Comhairle na nÓg 
as a policy instrument designed to enable citizen engagement with children and young people 
in particular, highlighting in particular the ingredients necessary to develop an effective citizen 
engagement policy. Section 3, which looks at the implementation of Comhairle na nÓg citizen 
engagement, provides an overview of the policy function and organization of Comhairle na nÓg 
at local and national level. Section 4 outlines the chief policy strengths of Comhairle na nÓg 
and section 5 considers the challenges facing Comhairle na nÓg. Section 6 outlines the lessons 
that can be learned from this study. The study demonstrates the significant impact, reach and 
value for money of Comhairle na nÓg - as a citizen engagement activity in its own right, but also 
critically evaluates how this engagement fits in with the broader governance and engagement 
agenda.

The case study is based on: primary data, in the form of annual reports, reviews and policy 
documents; interviews with public policy officials, youth workers and young people working 
with Comhairle na nÓg at national and local levels; and relevant academic literature and 
secondary sources. 
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THE CASE FOR FORMAL 
CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT
For some time now, in Ireland and elsewhere, there has been a discernible shift away from 
more top-down governmental structures to more inclusive horizontal governance mechanisms 
(Adshead and Quinn, 1998; Adshead, 2006; House and McGrath, 2004). This new way of 
governing strives to include all relevant stakeholders in public policy projects (Elvidge, 2012; 
Brotchie, 2013; Wallace, 2013). In order to implement this new governance, public institutions 
aim to develop Citizen Engagement, that is, an active, intentional dialogue between citizens 
and public decision makers. 

Citizen engagement should be distinguished from other citizen-led participatory initiatives 
because it is a government initiated, formal process, designed to improve public services, 
policies and programmes. Whilst government-led citizen engagement initiatives and citizen-led 
participation initiatives may share the same goal: both are aimed at improving public service 
delivery; they are initiated and implemented by different actors. Government sponsored 
citizen engagement initiatives are by their nature a top-down process, implemented by public 
officials and designed to encourage citizens to discuss, assess and contribute to public policy 
objectives. Citizen-led initiatives, as the name suggests, are independent of government and 
organized from the bottom-up. 

In a fully functional democracy it is to be expected that both these types of initiatives will 
flourish at the same time to the mutual benefit of each. The distinction is important, however, 
because it alerts us to the particular responsibilities of government to develop formal 
governmental structures to guide the processes of citizen engagement so as to ensure that the 
engagement is meaningful, inclusive and influential in subsequent policy implementation. 

Fig. 1. Citizen Engagement versus Citizen Participation (Garrigues, 2017)

1.0
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COMHAIRLE NA NÓG AS A 
VOICE FOR CHILDREN AND 
YOUNG PEOPLE
This section examines the evolution of Comhairle na nÓg and highlights those elements of 
policy action and implementation which have helped to ensure the success of Comhairle na 
nÓg as a voice for children and young people

2.0

2.1 POLICY ORIGINS
Policy Driver

UNCRC

AIM

Government
Strategy

AMBITION

In 1992, Ireland’s participation in the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 
provided an external policy impetus to focus attention on children’s rights and representation. 
The first National Report of Ireland was submitted to the UNCRC in 1996. Contributing to this 
report, Irish NGOs concerned with children began to cohere under the national umbrella body 
of the Children’s Rights Alliance. Notwithstanding their consultation for the Government’s 
National Report to the UN, the Children’s Rights Alliance also submitted their own report 
(Kilkelly, 1997). In the preface to their submission, Small Voices: Vital Rights, the Children’s 
Rights Alliance pointed to a policy sphere characterized more by fragmentation than cohesion. 
They argued that if the ambitions of the UNCRC were to be realized ‘it is not enough for 
non-governmental organizations to work together or indeed for statutory agencies to work 
together. It is important that both sectors work with each other’ (Kilkelly, 1997: v). 

The UN report on Ireland’s submission noted the absence of a comprehensive national strategy 
to fully incorporate the principles of the Convention (CRC, 1998). The Irish government’s 
response – to the UN Report and the active lobbying and campaigning by the Children’s Rights 
Alliance - was to collaborate with the non-government sector and academics to develop the 
first National Children’s Strategy, Our Children – Their Lives: the National Children’s Strategy, 
2000-2010 (DoHC, 2000). Throughout this period, the active role played by the Children’s 
Rights Alliance (Children’s Rights Alliance, 2006a; 2006b) and the determined efforts of an 
Inter-departmental team of civil servants led by the Secretary General, in the Department of 
Health (O’Donnell, 2016: 29) helped to keep children’s rights to the fore on the policy agenda – 
a task that was perhaps made easier by the fact that both the Taoiseach, Bertie Ahern, and his 
Minister for Health and Children, were very interested in the strategy (O’Donnell, 2016: 30).

Goal 1 of the National Children’s Strategy, that ‘children will have a voice in matters which 
affect them and their views will be given due weight in accordance with their age and maturity’ 
(DoHC, 2000: 11) would be provided for through the creation of local and national structures 
designed to implement this ambition.
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2.2 POLICY EVOLUTION

INSTITUTIONAL
CONSOLIDATION

POLICY
REVIEW

BUDGETARY
FRAMEWORK

In 2001, the National Children’s Office was established as a dedicated Government agency 
charged with implementing the National Children’s Strategy, under the responsibility of a Junior 
Minister reporting to the Department of Health and Children. Following the establishment of 
a national youth parliament, Dáil na  nÓg , in 2002, a local level initiative under the City and 
County Development Boards established local child and youth councils, Comhairle na nÓg, in 
each of the (then) 34 local authority areas (National Children’s Office, 2003). 

The National Children’s Office was intended to provide a focus and coherence to Ireland’s CRC 
commitments that had hitherto been absent. In doing so, it provided an opportunity to draw 
together expertise and insights from peers, practitioners, professionals and policy makers from 
a variety of backgrounds (O’Donnell, 2016). A dedicated unit within the NCO was tasked with 
implementing voice of child initiatives. One consequence of this was a distinctive re-focusing of 
policy away from consultation, towards more meaningful engagement and participation. Other 
changes included the creation of an Office of the Minister for Children within the Department 
of Health and Children in 2005. 

In 2005, a review of Comhairle na nÓg, commissioned by the Office of the Minister for 
Children and Youth Affairs (OMCYA) noted that many of the Comhairle were not effectively 
engaging with young people and that ‘practice across the country varies considerably both in 
the quality of the Comhairle na nÓg events and programmes and the frequency whereby young 
people come together to give voice to their views and to make their views known’ (Murphy, 
2005). Murphy’s report also noted that there was much anecdotal evidence to suggest that 
‘individual Comhairli varied considerably, particularly in terms of resources, CDB staff support, 
being youth-led and the number of occasions on which the Comhairle actually met in any one 
calendar year’ (Murphy, 2005). 

In June 2006 a Comhairle na nÓg Implementation Group was set up to devise a plan for 
the effective operation and development of Comhairle na nÓg. Comprising ‘representatives 
from the Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government; the Department 
of Education and Science; the HSE; City and County Development Boards; local authorities; 
young people; and the youth sector’ (OMC, 2007: 10), it provided an opportunity to ‘bring 
together civil servants from a number of Government departments to provide a joined-up 
government approach in the development of policies and services for children (OMC, 2007: v)

In 2007, the Department of Children and Youth Affairs established the Comhairle na nÓg 
Development Fund, designed to support Community Development Boards (CDBs) in 
running effective Comhairle na nÓg. Applications to the Development Fund were obliged to 
demonstrate effective engagement by members of Comhairle na nÓg with key adult decision 
makers and decision-making bodies. An independent evaluator was appointed to measure 
success in improving the operations of Comhairle na nÓg and value for money.
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2.3 POLICY INNOVATION
EVIDENCE

&
EVALUATION

SKILLS
&

SUPPORT

CHAMPIONING
&

CHALLENGING

The report of the first independent evaluation highlighted significant improvements in the 
operation of many Comhairli as a result of the Development Fund (McEvoy, 2009). The 
regularity of many Comhairli na nÓg meetings were improved and some Comhairle were able 
to successfully connect with local councils and policy makers in relation to shaping policies and 
services - though it remained the case that some Comhairle met only once a year (McEvoy, 
2009: 14). Some Comhairlí na nÓg used the funds to develop innovative ideas to enhance the 
experience of young members, others employed part-time workers to drive and improve their 
Comhairle na nÓg. The development of local partnerships with external agencies, such as youth 
services or other organisations engaged with ‘hard to reach’ young people, were credited with 
ensuring broader access to Comhairle na nÓg. In the preface to the report, the Minister for 
Children and Youth Affairs, Barry Andrews, endorsed the report conclusions: 

It is evident from the report that the additional funding has enabled 
many Comhairle na nÓg to meet on a regular and sustained basis, 
possibly the single biggest achievement of the scheme. As a result 
of the success of the first year of this initiative, the Comhairle na 
nÓg Development Fund will continue in 2009. This funding scheme 
is part of an ongoing strategy to enhance the effectiveness of 
Comhairle na nÓg and to develop good practice in participation 
in decision-making by children and young people (McEvoy, 2009).

In 2008, the OMC was further expanded and took on responsibility for Youth Affairs, previously 
under the remit of the Department of Education and Skills (Office of the Minister for Children 
and Youth Affairs, 2009). Commenting on the role of this expanded portfolio, the Minister 
noted that ‘children’s participation in decision-making is central to policy considerations’ and 
that ‘support for the Comhairle na nÓg and Dáil na nÓg would remain a priority for the Office’ 
(OMCYA, 2009, p.v). Giving concrete support to the implementation of this ideal, in 2009 the 
Children and Young People’s Participation Support Service was established in partnership with 
Foróige and Youth Work Ireland (DCYA 2015: 6) Initially comprising 2.5  Participation Officers 
to provide training and support for Comhairle na nÓg, Dáil na nÓg and other participation 
initiatives; an additional Participation Project Officer was appointed in 2018. Administrative 
support and events/communication expertise is also included in the Support Service. 

In 2011, the Department of Children and Youth Affairs (DCYA) was the first full Government 
department dedicated to the needs of children and young people (O’Donnell, 2016: 35). The 
legislation underpinning the transfer of Departmental administration and Ministerial functions 
to the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs names one of the functions of the Minister 
as ‘overseeing the development, improvement and monitoring of policies and structures to 
promote and enable participation by children and young people in decision-making on matters 
that affect their lives’ (O’Donnell, 2016: 35). In consequence, ‘the participation of children and 
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young people in decision-making is legislatively underpinned and is embedded in all aspects of 
the work of the DCYA’ (DCYA, 2015: 30).

In 2014, Ireland signed and ratified the UNCRC’s Third Optional Protocol on a Communications 
Procedure, which was designed to strengthen children’s representation by allowing individual 
children to submit complaints regarding violation of their rights under the Convention. This 
reflected a growing movement in Ireland concerned with giving children’s rights a more 
substantive basis in Irish law. The thirty-first Amendment to the Constitution of Ireland, which 
was passed in October 2012 but did not come into law until April 2015, gives constitutional 
status to the application of the principles of the best interests of the child and hearing the 
views of the child in stated circumstances1.  This proactive, rights based approach is reflected in 
the National Strategy on Children and Young People’s participation in decision-making, 2015-
2020, the first of its kind in Europe (DCYA, 2015: v).

The goal of this strategy is to ensure that children and young people have a voice in their 
individual and collective everyday lives across the five national outcome areas set out in Better 
Outcomes, Brighter Futures: The National Policy Framework for Children and Young People, 
2014-2020 (DCYA, 2014) namely: to be active and healthy; to be achieving in all areas of 
learning and development; to be safe and protected from harm; to enjoy economic security and 
opportunity; and to be connected, respected and contributing (DCYA, 2015). It is within this 
policy framework that Comhairle na nÓg are seen as a key, though not exclusive, element in 
representing the voice of children and young adults in government policy making. 

Irish Government’s recognition of Comhairle na nÓg as the formal engagement architecture 
sustaining the representation of children and young people’s voice to government reflects 
the culmination of a unique set of policy circumstances. In terms of policy origins, the 
UNCRC presented a political opportunity to place children and young people’s voice on the 
policy agenda, which was effectively grasped by a coalition of interests inside and outside 
government. This consensus was essential for maintaining policy focus. Comhairle na nÓg 
aims and ambitions would not have been achieved, however, without the parallel evolution 
of a robust policy framework providing: adequately resourced; political; and administrative 
leadership. Only with these in place, was there the space to critically review policy performance 
and positively react to the challenges presented by independent evidence-based evaluation.

1 The enactment of this law was delayed by a High Court case challenging the conduct of the refer-
endum. The High Court’s rejection of the challenge was confirmed by the Supreme Court on 24 April 2015, 
enabling it to be signed into law on 28 April 2015.
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IMPLEMENTING 
COMHAIRLE NA NÓG 
CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT
The conceptualization of engagement underpinning all Comhairle activities is based on Lundy’s 
(2007) model of participation, which focuses on a four-fold set of objectives for effective 
represenation of children and young people. These comprise: the space to express their views; 
the support to effectively voice their views; an audience to hear their views; and a commitment 
that their views will have influence.

Fig. 2. The Lundy Model of Child Participation 

Source: Lundy, (2007); Comhairle na nÓg toolkit, DCYA (2016)

Comhairle na nÓg enables young people to be heard in two ways: 

• carrying out a range of activities to highlight topics that concern young people; and 

• acting as government recognized representatives of young peoples’ concerns to local 
decision-makers.

3.0
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3.1 HIGHLIGHTING TOPICS OF CONCERN FOR 
YOUNG PEOPLE
Comhairle provide a place and space for young people to carry out activities and project work 
on topics of importance to them in a way that achieves a targeted outcome or impact. Young 
people choose the topics themselves and develop an annual work-plan, which is voted on and 
ratified at their Annual General Meeting. The work of the Comhairli involves collecting the 
views of other young people and relevant interests, doing background research, meeting local 
decision-makers, developing surveys, organizing meetings, making videos, producing info flyers 
or posters and developing online materials for social media.

Leitrim Comhairle campaign against anti-social behaviour

Responding to the death of Andrew Dolan from Carrick on Shannon and the 
catastrophic injuries suffered by Shane Grogan from Tuam, after senseless and 
unprovoked attacks, Leitrim Comhairle collaborated with Leitrim County Council in 
the ‘Use your Brain Not Your Fist’ campaign’. Building on a range of projects designed 
to give young people practical coping skills in the transition to adulthood, Leitrim 
Comhairle created a thought-provoking and powerful video to make teenagers more 
aware of violence in social settings and how to control their emotions., The video was 
formally launched on 27th April 2018 and promoted nationally in all second level 
schools, as well as sporting organisations and youth organisations throughout Ireland. 
The Comhairle subsequently won Ireland’s Pride of Place Awards for their work.

See: https://www.comhairlenanog.ie/local-comhairle/leitrim/                                         
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lmtWJbgoVBE
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3.2 PROVIDING YOUNG PEOPLES’ PERSPECTIVE TO 
LOCAL DECISION-MAKERS
Comhairle na nÓg seek out opportunities to represent young people’s voice. This may include 
participation in consultations, giving feedback on existing services or insights into new ones. 
Comhairle na nÓg groups often offer the best advice about how to consult with young people, 
assisting local decision makers and organizations to carry out meaningful, inclusive and 
productive consultation with young people. Comhairle typically have unique access to young 
peoples’ opinions through their Comhairli network and via their own community networks - in 
schools, sports associations, volunteer organizations and youth groups.    

See: Comhairle Showcase 2018 https://youtu.be/WAEHMcrJres

Comhairle membership lasts for two years, to allow the time necessary to develop topics, work 
them through, bring them to conclusions and report their progress. This involves an annual 
cycle of activities at both local and national level.

3.3 LOCAL LEVEL ORGANIZATION
The annual cycle of work begins in September / October with preparation and recruitment for 
AGM. Annual recruitment to Comhairle facilitates organizational stability as older members 
mentor new members. At the AGM Comhairle members select topics for their work-plan and 
continue to work through November / December on team building and the prioritization of 
topics to develop an action plan of activities for the year ahead. On average Comhairle groups 
meet monthly: this varies according to the project work that they are involved in and may be 
constrained by the transport costs of getting all members together. In some counties, the bulk 
of the annual budget goes towards transport costs to ensure a diverse and inclusive Comhairle 
membership.

Fig. 3. Vox Pop Tipperary Comhairle na nÓg  (Focus Group, March 2019)
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3.4 NATIONAL LEVEL ORGANIZATION
Once a year all Comhairlí come together at national level to participate in either the Dáil 
na nÓg or a National Showcase Event (these biennial national events alternate each year). 
In 2017, for example, Dáil na nÓg focused on Equality. In June 2017, a steering committee 
was established made up of three Comhairle groups (Kerry, Limerick and Dun Laoghaire / 
Rathdown). This steering group was involved in all aspects of the planning for the Dáil na nÓg, 
including helping to facilitate the workshops on the day and creating the methodologies used 
for participation during the event.

Source: Dáil na nÓg 2017 Workshop Guide

Discussions were focused around young people’s perceptions of Equality in five different 
settings: school; home and community; online; in public services; and sport and leisure. Young 
people from the out-going CNN National Executive facilitated discussion on each of these 
issues with Comhairle delegates.  

This creative and inclusive participatory cycle did not appear overnight. It is the culmination of 
concerted efforts to develop effective engagement with children and young people, beginning 
with Ireland’s ratification of the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) in 1992. 
With a little short of three decades of experience, the evidence base now clearly indicates 
the positive impact that Comhairle na nOg can have: highlighting topics of concern to young 
people; and representing young people’s views to local decision-makers. 

Judged according to its own criteria, Comhairle na nÓg is an example of formal citizen 
engagement, which provides the space for children and young people, enabling them to give 
voice to their concerns. The local and national Comhairle structures provide the opportunity 
for this voice to be heard by decision-makers at local and national levels. The extent to which 
these decision makers become a willing audience, subject to influence, however, is largely 
dependent on the formal governmental structures external to Comhairle na nÓg. The extent 
to which this is achieved is examined in the following section, examining the strengths of 
Comhairle na nÓg and the challenges that they face.
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COMHAIRLE NA NÓG – 
POLICY STRENGTHS 

A rights-based approach to children’s participation is fundamental to the genesis and 
subsequent evolution of Comhairle na nÓg in Ireland. The creation of a solid national 
consensus around this approach – shared by policy makers, practitioners and academics 
concerned with Ireland’s implementation of the UNCRC – ensures that a strong democratic 
ethos pervades all Comhairle policies, performance indicators and outputs. The explicit 
reference to Lundy’s (2007) rights-based model for children and young people’s participation, 
grounds Comhairle na nÓg with a fixed, agreed and long-term vision for Comhairle. 

In policy terms, the ambition and objectives of Comhairle na nÓg have not changed since its 
foundation. This consistency of objectives has provided the necessary policy stability to focus 
on outcomes. It has enabled evaluation to incrementally inform policy change in a way that is 
manageable and feasible. Capacity has been built around Comhairlí participation activities and 
approaches, because the goals for these activities and approaches have remained constant. It is 
in this policy context, that DCYA has had the time to carry out robust evaluations and to collect 
the evidence base regarding Comhairle na nÓg activities and contribution to strengthening 
democracy.

The DCYA has been able to develop a strong evidence base that participation by children and 
young people in decision-making can support active citizenship and social inclusion at an early 
stage (Partridge, 2005). Young people’s engagement with social media in new social movements 
and global forms of activism is evidence that they take their citizenship very seriously and are 
engaged actively on issues of importance to them, using a space that is owned and created 
by them (Brooks, 2009, Drakeford, 2009). The DCYA supports and reinforces the consensus 
that children and young people’s participation in decision-making is crucial to building and 
sustaining a healthy society (DCYA, 2015: 7).

There is a growing body of evidence on the benefits of participation by children and young 
people in decision-making across a range of measures, including improved services, policies, 
research, active citizenship and, most importantly, improvements for children themselves and 
for society generally (Kilkelly et al, 2015). Improved services are among the most measurable 
benefits of children and young people’s participation in decision-making (Forde et al, 2018). 
Recent studies indicate that using children’s views in the development and evaluation of 
healthcare service provision can have a significant influence on health outcomes, (Boylan, 
2004; Coad et al, 2008) and reduce healthcare usage (McPherson et al, 2006).

4.0

CLEAR
POLICY

RATIONALE

CONSENSUS
ON

POLICY
GOALS

CONSISTENT
POLICY

OBJECTIVES

HIGH
POLICY
IMPACT
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Let’s Go Mental! 

A nationwide Comhairle focus on young people’s mental health

Developed by young people, for young people, ‘Let’s Go Mental’ was a nationwide 
campaign to promote positive mental health in young people developed by the 
Comhairle na nOg National Executive 2015-2016. With regional events in all 
Comhairli, the campaign was based on Headstrong’s ‘Five a day for your mental 
health’. The five prescriptions – Connect, Be aware, Get Moving, Give and Get 
Involved – are evidence-based and proven to have a positive impact on mental health. 

Following on from the work of the Comhairle na nOg National Executive with Let’s 
Go Mental, Dublin City Comhairle ran their own Unseen Behind the Screen campaign

In 2004, the National Youth Agency and the British Youth Council carried out a survey of 
statutory and voluntary sector organisations in the United Kingdom, in order to establish a 
systematic picture of the levels and ways in which they involve children and young people 
in public decision-making. Among those organisations that had structures for participation, 
approximately 80% of both statutory and voluntary sector respondents agreed that their 
services had improved as a result of involving children and young people in decision-making 
(Oldfield and Fowler, 2004). 

Inclusion of children and young people in decision-making can promote children’s protection, 
improve their confidence, communication skills and ability to negotiate, network and make 
judgements (DCYA, 2013; DCYA, 2015). 
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Clare Comhairle tackles Cyber Safety 

Cyber Safety has been a central part of the Clare Comhairle work-plan since 2015, 
with a number of project activities designed to raise awareness about cyber safety, 
including practical advice and tips to avoid bullying and inappropriate online sharing. 
In 2017, as part of a joint Erasmus + project with Samfés (Iceland’s version of 
Comhairle) they created and hosted a ‘Sexting Peer Education workshop’. One spin 
out from this was a joint project with McAfee to develop a mentoring programme 
on Cyber Safety, facilitated by Clare Youth Service and funded by the Clare Local 
Development Company in 2016 and 2017. On foot of this, Clare Comhairle 
became ambassadors for McAfee in Cork, giving their input into a workshop for the 
Professional Master of Education class in NUIG. Many of their insights and ideas 
were subsequently incorporated into Ireland’s first Action Plan for Online Safety, 
launched by the Taoiseach and Government Ministers with six representatives from 
Clare Comhairle on 11th July 2018.

Ireland’s Action Plan for Online Safety is the first plan of its kind and was drafted 
following consultation with a wide range of stakeholders. Clare Comhairle members 
were involved throughout the process: in an open policy debate in March 2018; as 
well as presenting to the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Children and Youth Affairs’ 
on 7th February 2018. Given their unique experience and expertise in explaining 
the issues from young peoples’ perspectives, Clare Comhairle members were able 
to contribute to the Oireachtas report and Government policy now benefits from 
practical proposals for action on a range of internet safety issues concerning young 
people

In education, effective and meaningful participation of children and young people has been 
shown to be beneficial to children and young people, and to schools (McGilloway et al, 2010; 
Morgan and Epsey, 2012). Students’ participation generally, and in student councils more 
particularly, can improve academic standards, reduce rates of early school-leaving, improve 
discipline and facilitate students in acquiring communication, planning and organisational skills 
(Devine, 2002; Forde et al, 2018). A 2013 review of literature on school engagement shows 
that, among older students, strong feelings of attachment to the school and involvement in 
school life are associated with greater self-esteem and lower levels of anti-social behaviour and 
substance abuse, as well as superior academic performance (Clerkin and Creaven, 2013; DCYA, 
2015: 7).
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Limerick Comhairle promote positive politics

Since 2016, Limerick Comhairle have collaborated with the Department of Politics, 
University of Limerick, to co-create series of activities and workshops to encourage 
young people’s political understanding and civic engagement. A grant from the Irish 
Research Council’s New Foundations civic engagement fund enabled them to form 
an international network with other youth groups to develop ‘mirror groups’ based on 
the Limerick model. The result was a series of joint initiatives to co-create resources 
for learning, teaching and evidence based research concerned with improving young 
peoples’ political understanding and active citizenship. Activities include peer-to-peer 
schools-based workshops delivered by Limerick Comhairle members to local schools 
as part of the CSPE curriculum, as well peer-to-peer Comhairle workshops delivered 
by UL students. This led to the creation of a new ‘Politics Practicum’ module at the 
University of Limerick, offering university students a new applied and engaged way to 
learn about politics. 

Educational benefits to this collaboration are multi-faceted. The university curriculum 
has been enriched by a new practical, applied and engaged way of learning. The 
project provides a means to develop links between school-aged young people in the 
city and county city with their university peers, offering practical links and pathways 
to further education. Project workshops provide a non-judgemental, inclusive space 
to develop political awareness and an opportunity for young people from very 
different backgrounds to get together and share common concerns. In 2018, the 
on-going collaboration formed the basis for a successful EU Marie Sklodowska-Curie 
post-doctoral application, to work with the international network and develop an 
evidence base for the impact assessment of these educational interventions. 
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COMHAIRLE NA NÓG – 
CHALLENGES 

This section examines the challenges to effective engagement that Comhairle have met with: 
some that are overcome; and some that remain to be resolved. 

Initially conceived of as a mechanism to provide broader youth representation to Dáil na nÓg, 
Comhairle na nÓg were each awarded an annual grant of €2,500. With this, however, many 
Comhairle na nÓg only managed to meet once in the year of their introduction and not even 
all managed this2  (NCO, 2003: 12). Re-organisation of the National Children’s Office brought 
renewed focus to the management of Comhairle na nÓg. The instigation of the first real 
evaluation of Comhairle na nÓg in 2005 marked a watershed mark in the move towards greater 
accountability.

Murphy’s (2005: 87) review recommended a programme of work in each Comhairle na nÓg 
with necessary supports and appropriate funding, with concomitant inter-departmental efforts 
at Government level to ensure collaboration across relevant statutory and voluntary agencies. 
The introduction of the Comhairle na nÓg Development Fund in 2007, with attendant 
engagement performance criteria, resulted in a swift improvement in Comhairle na nÓg 
effectiveness. All subsequent independent evaluations of the fund attest to this (McEvoy, 2009, 
2010, 2011). Still, however, the flat rate grant allocation, for which all Comhairli are eligible, 
takes no account of the variable geographies and demographics between counties. Some rural 
Comhairle spend the bulk of their allocation on travel and subsistence; whilst other Comhairle 
in counties with more geographically concentrated populations enjoy a disproportionate 
benefit from same grant. All agree, however, that the Development Fund grant is what makes 
Comhairle work possible.

In addition to financial support, the Comhairle na nÓg Toolkit, first published in 2011 (DCYA, 
2011b) and updated in 2016 (DCYA, 2016) provides a well-developed set of guidelines, 
including a manual for new personnel, minimum standards and best practice in managing 
Comhairle na nÓg (McEvoy, 2011). Clear accountability structures are provided regarding 
governance structures and role definitions, with provision of training for Comhairle na nÓg 
Coordinators, Steering Committee members and Comhairle na nÓg members, supported by 
the Children and Young People’s Participation Support Team and guided by a nationally agreed 
robust set of principles regarding the rights of children and young people to participate (Lundy, 
2007). 

2 In 2002, only 27 of the 34 County Development Boards managed to hold an annual Comhairle na nÓg 
meeting to select delegates to the Dáil na nÓg.
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The capacity to implement these principles was greatly enhanced in many cases where 
Development Funding was used by Local Authorities to contract local Youth Services to work 
with Comhairle na nÓg; providing the Comhairli with a much needed ‘shot in the arm’ from 
professional youth workers with a wide of experience working with young people from a 
variety of different backgrounds.  This new lease of life in the Comhairli often, though not 
always, came at the cost of real integration with Local Authorities. Sometimes, when local 
authorities devolved responsibility for running Comhairle to local youth services, they similarly 
devolved their interest in children and young people’s participation in their own work. The      
absence of local government training in citizen engagement, participatory methods or engaged 
approaches means that the requisite skills base for effective youth participation in decision 
making is often absent at local level. Although this is not always the case, the point is that 
there is very little in the way of directives or policy mechanisms to ensure that local authorities 
engage with Comhairle.
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Figure 4 illustrates the noticeable asymmetry in the accountability mechanisms for Comhairle 
na nÓg. On the one hand, viewed as a citizen engagement activity in its own right, the 
procedures and protocols for accountability within Comhairle na nÓg between national and 
local levels, and directly with young people are well-established and provide a consistent 
quality of engagement throughout the country. 

On the other hand, the accountability mechanisms concerning how this engagement fits in 
with the broader governance and engagement agenda is much less formal.  Whilst Comhairlí 
have to demonstrate their capacity to connect with and influence decision makers, local 
decision makers are under no comparable obligation to demonstrate how they connect with 
or are accountable to their Comhairlí. Notwithstanding the variety of innovative and good 
practice examples that exist, these are not formally provided for in the same way that internal 
Comhairle accountability mechanisms are.

A comparable system of development funds concerned with promoting citizen engagement 
in Local Authorities, applying similar engagement criteria and indicators as the Comhairle 
Development Fund, would incentivize the creation of more robust local accountability 
mechanisms for citizen engagement in the wider local governance structures, providing the 
potential to incentivize collaborative initiatives and address this imbalance. 

The introduction to this case study pointed to a two-fold analysis of Comhairle na nÓg: first, 
as a citizen engagement activity in its own right; and second, in terms of how this engagement 
fits in with the broader governance and engagement agenda. In terms of the former, Comhairle 
na nÓg have evolved considerably since they were first set up. In terms of the latter, the 
Comhairle are largely dependent on the responses and actions of government agents outside 
their own organisational purview. In this respect, ensuring that Comhairle reach their full 
engagement potential is largely out of their hands.
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LESSON DRAWING FROM 
COMHAIRLE NA NÓG 
CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT
This case study exemplifies a number of lessons that can be learned from Comhairle na nÓg 
about formal citizen engagement.

SIGNIFICANCE OF STRATEGIC DESIGN
From the outset, the history of Comhairle na nÓg demonstrates how the combined strength 
of NGO and Government champions were able to leverage an external opportunity to put 
children’s representation on the policy agenda and imbue it with meaning. The design principles 
underpinning Comhairle na nÓg are based on independent academic work, evaluation and on-
going development of good practice, agreed in consultation with all relevant government and 
NGO stakeholders, and managed by a champion department with designated staff support and 
a Participation Team. 

POLICY REALITY IN PLACE OF POLICY RHETORIC 
Still it is clear that for effective citizen engagement, Government needs to do more than 
just ‘declare it should be done’. Provision for Comhairle na nÓg was in place for some years 
before an adequate funding mechanism was put in place and performance criteria were set. 
Evaluations demonstrate that engagement outcomes improved significantly when funding was 
provided; and that the consistency of those outcomes correlates to the consistency in funding 
provided by the Comhairle na nÓg Development Fund.

EFFECTIVE ENGAGEMENT IS NOT EXPENSIVE
In terms of value for money, Comhairle na nÓg provides a national infrastructure for citizen 
engagement, reaching a cohort that would otherwise have no voice, where resources are 
targeted, cost-effective and impactful. It is remarkable value for money.

The annual Comhairle na nOg Development Fund available to each Local Authority provides a 
maximum of €20,000 (€620,000 total fund value) to enable an effective Comhairle na nOg to 
operate. Matched funding is currently not a requirement of the Development Fund but is often 
provided and necessary. 

 

6.0
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COLLABORATIVE APPROACHES TO ENGAGEMENT
Comhairle na nÓg demonstrates the significance of civil society support in maintaining 
performance and accountability. From the outset a Children’s Rights Alliance of 80+ 
organizations submitting shadow reports to the UN helped to keep the issue of Children’s Voice 
live, sustained public interest, and kept policy-makers focused. As a result Comhairle na nÓg 
is underpinned by strong policy consensus and supporting policy framework. Moreover, the 
reason that Comhairle provides such value for money is undoubtedly because of its flexibility in 
working with different partners for projects. 

GOOD CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT REQUIRES 
TRAINING AND SUPPORT
Buttressed by a national Children and Young People’s Participation Support Team and online 
training materials and guides, Comhairle evaluations demonstrate the positive impact that 
qualified and trained youth-workers have had on Comhairle activities. This points to the 
importance of training for effective children and young people’s engagement. Perhaps one of 
the reasons for less effective integration of Comhairle activities with local authorities is that 
this skill-set cannot be assumed to exist. In order to develop effective citizen engagement of 
any kind, and with children and young people in particular, the requisite training is necessary. 

GOOD CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT OFTEN REQUIRES A 
GOVERNMENTAL PUSH!
This case study provides examples of the wide variety of ways that Comhairli can enable young 
people to engage with local and national decision makers: the greatest impediment to benefit 
from this opportunity is a failure to engage with Comhairle. Good engagement should not be 
left to chance: it should be nourished, encouraged and incentivized by active Government 
policy.
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