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Introduction 
 
EPIC’s National Advocacy Service works to empower children in care and young people with care 

experience to have a say and be heard on issues that affect their lives. This report gives an overview 

of this Service in 2021 and presents a snapshot of the children and young people who used the Service, 

and the issues addressed.  

The nature of an Advocate’s role can vary. From providing basic information, for example supporting 

a young person to know and understand their rights as they transition to aftercare services, or 

practical support, like working with other professionals in their life to ensure the best outcomes for 

them, to a higher level of engagement, where an EPIC Advocate attends a care or aftercare review 

with a child or young person. 

During 2021, a team of nine EPIC Advocates, supported by two Advocacy Managers, worked across 

Ireland supporting 491 children and young people on a total of 777 advocacy cases. This is EPIC’s 

thirteenth Advocacy Service Report, and the first time in over 10 years that the advocacy caseload 

dropped, from 853 in 2020 to 777 in 2021.  

This decrease is attributed in part to the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic. During 2021, EPIC delivered 

most of its information sessions on the Advocacy Service virtually, which may have had an impact on 

advocacy cases as this format did not allow for in-person interaction between children and young 

people and an Advocate. The decrease in case numbers also indicates that the number of individual 

children and young people requiring multiple advocacy cases on a range of presenting issues declined. 

Despite the overall decrease in caseload numbers, the number of new referrals - i.e. children and 

young people who had not previously been engaged in EPIC's service - rose by 10%.  

In 2021, the ongoing impact of the COVID-19 pandemic meant that issues relating to mental health 

and wellbeing, family contact and access, and a loss of usual social outlets continued, as documented 

in EPIC’s 2020 Advocacy Service Report.   For some, these issues intensified. In addition, backlogs in 

services, long wait times for meetings, and frustrations related to planning and delivery of access visits 

due to inconsistencies across regions were noted by the Advocacy Service Team.  

The data presented in this, and previous Advocacy Reports, is critical in informing the development of 

EPIC’s services and policy. It enables the organisation to recognise and track ongoing and emerging 

trends, as well as the day-to-day issues experienced by the community of children and young people 

who seek and receive support from the EPIC National Advocacy Service. 
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Legislative and rights based - the importance of 
independent advocacy in Ireland’s child protection 
and welfare system 
 

“Children in care are often isolated with their concerns, without an 

adult to whom they can talk. Children communicate best when they 

feel they have a protective figure in whom they can confide. The 

Department of Health and Children must examine international best 

practice to establish the most appropriate method of giving effect to 

this recommendation.” 

Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse Report, Vol. IV, Dublin, 2009, p.463. 

 

Following the publication of the Ryan Report, a detailed Implementation Plan with 99 actions was 

prepared and published in July of 2009; the government committed to fully implementing all of them. 

The Report, regarding hearing the voice of children in care it stated that: “The HSE and IYJS will ensure 

that all young people in care and detention are made aware of the work of IAYPIC1 and will support 

children should they wish to contact or become involved with the service.”2  

EPIC believes that care-experienced children and young people across Ireland should have a right to 

independent professional advocacy. It fulfils a crucial role in enabling them to communicate their 

wishes and feelings and to play an active role in decision-making about key aspects of their lives.  

Children and young people in care and care leavers are often expected to contend with life changing 

decisions and formal meetings on a frequent basis throughout their young lives, without the statutory 

right to independent advocacy. Article 12 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child makes very 

clear that every child has the right to say what they think on all matters affecting them and to have 

their views taken seriously. Advocacy helps to make that right a reality for those children and young 

people who, for whatever reason, would not otherwise, be able to share their views. 

Experience and research from other jurisdictions have demonstrated that in order to safeguard 

vulnerable children and young people, it is of the upmost importance that independent advocacy is 

accessible to all. 

 

 
1 Irish Association of Young People in Care (IAYPIC) was set up in March 2009 and was re-named EPIC, Empowering People 
in Care in 2011. 
2 Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, Report of the Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse, 2009, 
Implementation Plan. 2009, p.463. 
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At EPIC, we believe that: 

• Independent advocacy services can and do support statutory authorities to effectively 

meet their duties as corporate parents to children in care by improving both children’s 

experience of the care system and their outcomes beyond the care system. 

• Statutory obligations to support independent advocacy are inadequate, resulting in 

significant inconsistency in a child or young person’s access to an independent Advocate. 

 

EPIC’s position is that the following objectives should 
be pursued to enhance independent advocacy 
provision in Ireland:  

• Independent advocacy should be recognised in legislation, and a monitoring and reporting 

system for advocacy services should be introduced to ensure that learning from individual 

advocacy cases leads to improvements in services for all children and young people in care 

or with care experience. 

• The development of a statutory framework for advocacy provision should be prioritised, 

including National Standards and statutory guidance, to improve access to quality 

independent advocacy services for children and young people in the care system. 

• The commissioning of advocacy services should consider the full range of legislation and 

regulation, and services should be commissioned on a minimum three-year basis. 

• Statutory authorities should work to make children and young people in the care system, 

and the professionals and other adults involved in their lives, better aware of independent 

advocacy services and the benefits these services can bring.  
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Main Findings from the Advocacy Service in 2021 

In 2021, EPIC provided 

an Advocacy Service 

to 491 children and 

young people on a 

total of 777 advocacy 

cases.  

 

While in the five-year period 

prior to 2021 there was a 66% 

increase in advocacy cases, from 

500 to 853 cases, demonstrating 

increasing need for independent advocacy, 2021 saw a slight drop in both the number of individual 

children and young people EPIC Advocates worked with, as well as a drop in the number of advocacy 

cases per child or young person. This decrease was due in part to the COVID-19 pandemic and 

associated restrictions, including ongoing lockdowns, reduced services, and limited opportunity for 

interaction and in-person advocacy information sessions and meetings. Despite the overall decrease 

in caseload numbers, the number of new referrals to the advocacy service rose by 10 %3.  

 

 

 
3 EPIC received 349 new referrals in 2021, a 10 % increase on 2020 figures 

No. of Advocacy cases per 
young person 

No. of young people Total no. of Advocacy cases 

1 342 342 

2 81 162 

3 32 96 

4 17 68 

5 10 50 

6 6 36 

7 1 7 

8 2 16 

Total 491 777 
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Community Demographics 
 

The self-identified gender of the children and young people who requested advocacy is detailed 

below.  In both 2020 and 2021, there was a higher number of girls and young women engaging with 

the EPIC Advocacy Service, and they also account for a higher number of multiple advocacy cases 

within the year. A majority of the girls and young woman (179) that engaged with EPIC in 2021 were 

aged 13-22. The number of young people accessing EPIC’s Advocacy Service who identify as 

transgender rose from one in 2020 to five in 20214, which is a significant increase. Three of these 

young people had advocacy cases directly related to their gender identity. In 2021, EPIC launched a 

new pack of resources for LGBTI+ children and young people in care, and the professionals working 

with them. The resources were developed and informed by LGBTI+ young people from EPIC’s Youth 

Council and BeLonG To’s Youth Groups, who experienced coming out or transitioning while in care. It 

is possible that this project increased the visibility of EPIC’s service to care-experienced LGBTI+ young 

people leading to an increase in referrals.  

 

The age of individuals that received advocacy services ranged from three years old to 48 years old, 

the latter relating to assistance with Freedom of Information requests as the upper limit of EPIC’s 

age range is 26. 2021 saw a decline in the number of advocacy requests from under 18-year-olds, 

from 293 to 234, and an increase in young people aged 18+ in need of an EPIC Advocate.  

 

 

 
4 As children and young people self-identify their gender, there could be others who engaged with the Advocacy Service 
during 2021 who have transitioned that now identify as either female or male. 
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Geographical Spread 

Similar to 2020, the 2021 data shows that over half of EPIC’s advocacy cases (65%) were in the Dublin 

North-East (DNE) and Dublin Mid-Leinster (DML) regions. This is in line with Tusla’s statistics where 

the highest number of children in care are in DNE and DML.  

In addition to the geographical location where children and young people were currently living, data 

was also collected on the region responsible for their care. This was collected for the first time in 2013, 

as it was acknowledged that the region responsible for a care placement may be different to that 

where a child or young person lives, particularly for those who have left care. This data again showed 

a higher number of children and young people under the responsibility of the Dublin North-East and 

Dublin Mid-Leinster regions (63% cases). 

Out of all the EPIC advocacy cases in 2021, 190 cases involved a child or young person living in a 

different area to that which was responsible for their care. This represents almost 25% of the cases 

EPIC Advocates worked on and an increase on 2020 statistics. Of this cohort, 109 were under 18 years 

of age.  

Those living out of their areas experienced issues relating to the distance between them and their 

birth families and friends; having to move school; a sense of isolation especially if moved from a 

populated area to a rural community; the impact of the move on their access visits with siblings and 

contact with their Social Worker; and in engaging with appropriate services and supports. 
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Diagnosed Additional Needs 

One in 10 of EPIC’s advocacy cases in 2021 involved a child or young person with a diagnosed 
additional need. The type of needs varied widely, and in some cases, children and young people had 
been diagnosed with more than one need. It is possible that these findings underestimate the actual 
prevalence of additional needs amongst children and young people who engaged with EPIC, as it may 
not always have been disclosed or apparent, particularly in relation to mild learning difficulties. In 
some cases, it is also likely that a child or young person had not been assessed. 
 

How children and young people contacted the 
Advocacy Service 

 
In 2021, nearly half of all requests for advocacy were initiated by children or young people themselves. 

Children and young people can self-refer to EPIC using EPIC’s online referral form. Other people can 

also refer on their behalf, however the child or young person must provide their consent before a case 

can be allocated. For those children and young people not in a position to provide consent, these cases 

are approached as non-instructed advocacy. Non-instructed advocacy occurs where a child or young 

person cannot give agreement or consent because of age or disability. In these instances, advocacy 

can be sought on their behalf by their Social Worker, parent, or guardian and the Advocate will: 

• Ensure the child or young person’s fundamental rights are always respected and upheld by 

adapting an inclusive approach in line with the provisions of the UN Convention on the Rights 

of Persons with Disabilities. 

• Take time to get to know the child or young person by spending time with them and engaging 

with those who know them best, including foster carers, residential care staff, Social Workers 

and birth parents, as appropriate. 

• Identify appropriate alternative forms of communication, for example: storyboards or visual 

resources which might assist or enable the child or young person to express their views and 

choices. 
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Duration of Advocacy cases 

In 2021, over one in 10 

advocacy cases lasted for 

more than one year. This 

can be due to the complex 

nature of presenting issues, 

the specific situation of the 

child or young person, or 

when a child or young 

person disengages for a 

period of time.  

 

Longer case durations are often related to the fact a child or young person is referred to an Advocate 

with more than one presenting issue. Cases can also be lengthened due to changes in social work 

departments, insufficient social worker numbers, and backlogs and wait times for legal proceedings 

and state services. The circumstances of the child or young person can also result in their ability to 

engage with independent advocacy being compromised at times – for example, if the child or young 

person moves placement, or disengages with their Advocate during a difficult personal period, or due 

to work or study commitments. This impacts on the longevity of the case as the Advocate will not 

close a case until the issue is resolved. 

 

 

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%

One week or less

1 week to 1 month

1 to 2 months

3 to 5 months

6 to 12 months

Over a year

Duration of cases

2020 2021 2022
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Care status of individual children and young people  

 

 

 

Note: ‘18+ who have left care and are not in receipt of aftercare services’ in some cases starts at 17 

years old and can include young people who returned home, did not engage with aftercare services, 

or who are 23+. 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

17 | P a g e  
 

Care status of total Advocacy Service caseload  

 

 

Note: Data on care status is also documented by caseload as some children and young people 

require more than one advocacy case – see table on page 11.  

‘18+ who have left care and are not in receipt of aftercare services’ in some cases starts at 17 years 

old and can include young people who returned home, did not engage with aftercare services, or 

who are 23+. 
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Care Placement and Living Circumstances 

This chart presents the type of care placement or living circumstances of children and young people 

on a case-by-case basis. During 2021, the majority of new advocacy cases opened related to children 

and young people who were living in residential care, followed by those who were homeless.5 

 

When compared to the previous year, the percentage of cases involving children and young people in 

residential care decreased from 32 % to 26 %. It is of note that in 2021, the percentage of cases relating 

to children and young people in special care doubled from 3% to 6 % of the total caseload. 

2021 data indicates growing numbers of care-experienced children and young people experiencing 

homelessness and an increase in advocacy cases across a range of issues for this cohort. In 2021 the 

number of individual children and young people who were homeless when accessing EPIC’s Advocacy 

Service increased from 62 to 76 in 2021, 15 of whom were 18 and under. In addition, 125 cases, 

compared to 89 in 2020, related to children or young people who were homeless.  

 
5 The definition of homelessness used here is in line with the Youth Homelessness Strategy (Department of Health and 
Children, 2001:11) which defines youth homelessness as sleeping on the streets, in temporary accommodation (e.g., hostels, 
B&Bs) or in unsecure accommodation with relatives or friends. 
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Main Presenting Issues 

The five main presenting 

issues in 2021 were: 

1. Accommodation 

(excluding 

homelessness)  

2. Care placement 

3. Aftercare   

4. Family contact 

5. Legal Support6  

 

 

 

 

 

Advocacy cases record the main presenting issue that prompted a child or young person to seek 

independent advocacy from EPIC. This chart outlines the presenting issues at the start date of cases 

active in 2021. Many advocacy cases involved multiple, complex issues which only emerged over time. 

In order to keep the data analysis and reporting manageable, it was necessary to keep the data entry 

to one or two responses.7 

In 2021, accommodation was the main presenting issue in one in six of all advocacy cases, reflecting 

the escalating housing crisis in Ireland and demonstrating the increasing difficulties that young people 

with a care background face in relation to finding and securing appropriate accommodation to meet 

their needs.  

Advocates worked on a total of 22 cases where homelessness was the main presenting issue, down 

from 34 in 2020. There are a number of factors that may have contributed to the drop in homelessness 

as a presenting issue in 2021. With the pandemic ongoing, certain allowances were made including 

young people not having to move on from care placements upon turning 18 and more flexibility 

around payments and allowances. Advocates also noted less movement across services during 2021, 

including homeless services. Lastly, the ban on evictions implemented by the Government as part of 

its COVID-19 response measures meant a layer of security for renters that previously did not exist.  

 

 
6For example: supporting young people in care and young care-leavers that have children who are subject to ICOs or FCOs; 
legal advice arising to a child or young person’s care situation; access to housing and tenancy advice; information on the 
adoption process; DSGBV; citizenship/immigration; and inheritance. 
7 It is acknowledged that this could have had an impact on the interpretation of the findings reported. For example, mental 
health is recorded as the main presenting issue for just 2 % (18) of advocacy cases in 2021. However, this is not to say that 
mental health issues did not arise in other cases, but rather it was not the key presenting issue for these cases.  
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A new partnership: Community 

Law and Mediation (CLM) and 

EPIC Free Legal Advice Project 

In the complex area of family law, children and young people 

in the care system can struggle to access legal information and 

advice and can face a myriad of challenges in their daily lives 

both while in care and after turning 18. In response, in late 

2020, EPIC partnered with Community Law and Mediation 

(CLM) to deliver a pilot project on free legal advice for care-

experienced children and young people.  

The partnership combines EPIC’s 22 years of experience 

working with care experienced children and young people 

with the 45 years CLM have accrued working with 

communities at local level empowering them to use the law to 

improve their lives.  

Throughout 2021, the legal clinics operated online or by phone 

on a monthly basis and were facilitated by a CLM Solicitor. The 

referral system developed for the clinic was simple and user 

friendly, with all appointments pre-booked by the child or young person’s EPIC Advocate. The 

Advocate would then support the child or young person to prepare for the legal consultation, attend 

the session with them, deliver follow up to ensure they understood the information provided by the 

Solicitor, and support them to implement any necessary actions. Follow up support was also offered 

by the CLM Solicitor where it was felt it may be required.  

In addition to the 30 children and young people that attended and sought legal advice at the clinics, 

the service also had indirect beneficiaries including birth children, foster parents, and partners of 

those who attended the clinic. The legal advice sought in several cases directly impacted on the lives 

of these individuals as evidenced in the case study below. 

Training provided to EPIC Advocates by CLM focused on different aspects of the law that an Advocate 

might engage with as part of their job, enhancing their knowledge and equipping them to identify the 

appropriate legal avenues necessary when seeking remedies for the children and young people they 

work with.  

In total, 40 legal matters were addressed during 2021 covering areas such as family law, domestic 

violence, education, child protection, child law, aftercare provision, housing and tenancy rights, 

immigration and asylum, and criminal law.  

The Project enabled the participating children and young people to understand the legal parameters 

of the problem they faced and assisted them in identifying available options while managing their 

expectations in terms of the possible outcomes. 
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Note: Each case study gives an overview of the main issues arising and summarises the work done by EPIC 
Advocates to address the concerns raised. To protect the children and young people concerned, all names 
have been changed along with other identifying information including gender, age, geographical location, 
family background and care history. 
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Conclusion 
 

In 2021, the COVID-19 pandemic continued to have a significant impact on care-experienced children 

and young people. Issues that emerged or were exacerbated in 2020 continued to cause challenges 

for the children and young people that sought independent advocacy in 2021, and the complexity of 

service delivery in ongoing pandemic-related conditions caused complications and frustration for both 

service providers and care-experienced children and young people. 

The small reduction in the advocacy caseload in 2021 reflected the impact of the pandemic and the 

associated restrictions on children and young people and the EPIC Advocacy Service. While Advocates 

worked hard to engage children and young people online, the high number of information sessions 

and meetings which had to be held in the virtual space meant that it was difficult to build rapports or 

trusting relationships which are the foundation of effective advocacy services. It is notable that while 

the overall caseload figures dropped, the number of children and young people who sought 

independent advocacy that had not previously come in contact with EPIC rose by 10%.  

As was the case in 2020, some children and young people opened multiple advocacy cases with EPIC 

in 2021. While this demonstrates a level of satisfaction with the service they received and a belief that 

independent advocacy can help resolve the issues they face, it also reflects that this cohort experience 

multiple complexities and challenges arising from their care experience which continue over time. 

When compared with 2020, the main presenting issues to the advocacy service remained the same, 

with accommodation being the primary issue for which independent advocacy was sought. While the 

government put in place emergency measures to support housing and prevent homelessness in the 

pandemic, the escalating housing crisis and insufficient protections for tenants have resulted in care 

experienced children and young people facing systemic barriers while seeking to secure stable 

accommodation.  

A lack of move-on placements had a particular impact on young people in special care and disability 

services, as reflected in the documented increase in the number of young people seeking advocacy on 

accommodation in these care placements. The cohort of young people in special care often had to 

remain longer in their placements than was planned for due to the lack of suitable stepdown support 

or suitable alternative placements. Meanwhile, EPIC also worked with young people whose access to 

disability services were withdrawn by the HSE when they turned 18, which in turn impacted on their 

accommodation. Young people leaving detention also encountered challenges with move-on 

placements and faced additional and specific vulnerabilities due to the lack of supports in the 

communities they were returning to.  

In 2021, EPIC advocated on behalf of a number of separated young people seeking international 

protection who were leaving the care of Tusla and moving to International Protection Accommodation 

Service centres while awaiting a decision on their asylum application. EPIC observed significant 

distress amongst this cohort who were often moving from settings where they had their own room 

and shared homes with other young people into dorms in institutional facilities. These young people 

often were unable to continue in their school or place of education due to the location of the Direct 

Provision centres where they were moved. These circumstances are not acceptable for young people 
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who have experienced significant trauma, either in their country of origin or in transit to Ireland, and 

who lack community and family supports, while also facing additional cultural and language barriers.  

Aftercare remained an issue for young people leaving care in 2021 that accessed EPIC’s advocacy 

service. Lack of timeliness in the development of aftercare plans and insufficient numbers of Aftercare 

workers impacted the ability of young people to transition to independent adulthood with confidence 

and security. The intersection of disability with aftercare caused significant impediments to young 

people who experienced uncertainty about what disability services they would receive on leaving the 

care of Tusla. 

The desire for increased family visits was maintained for some young people in 2021. EPIC Advocates 

supported children and young people to write to and meet with their Social Workers to discuss their 

feelings about the frequency of contact with birth families. Advocates also helped children and young 

people to discuss how access visits could be a safer experience. Transition planning for children 

returning home to birth families was another feature in the advocacy service over 2021. 

In conclusion, the fact that the five main presenting issues for independent advocacy remain 

unchanged year on year indicates systemic issues affecting care-experienced children and young 

people that require action and national policy and practice level. EPIC stands ready to support 

initiatives and actions aimed at improving young people’s experience of the care system and aftercare 

services and will play our part in working to resolve these in 2022. 

2021 was a difficult year for all young people living through the COVID-19 pandemic. Care experienced 

children and young people were particularly affected, some of whom experienced additional 

marginalities and isolation on account of their circumstances. EPIC believes specific mental health 

supports and therapeutic interventions should be made available to children in care who are 

experiencing significant difficulties in the face of the global pandemic. 

Lastly, we remain heartened by the professionalism and goodwill with which our colleagues across the 

sector rallied to support children and young people in care in the face of substantial adversity. We 

commend the professionals and services with whom we engage, and look forward to positive 

collaboration in 2022. 
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