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1. Population in Ireland 
3,969,558 million and 1.14 million are under 18 years of age.
      835,123 are under 14 years of age (July 2004 est.)
      Ireland has the highest proportion of children within the European Union.
      (National Children’s Strategy 2000; Department of Health and Children 2001)

2. Registered Children’s Nurses 
      A Registered Children’s Nurse (RCN) is a generalist children’s nurse educated  

      and competent to care for children from birth to eighteen years of age. 
There are 3,765 RCN’s on the active register maintained by the regulatory body, An Bord Altranais (the Irish Nursing Board) (An Bord Altranais, November 2004).  The vast majority of these nurses hold at least one other registerable qualification (predominantly in general nursing).   However, it is not possible to ascertain how many RCN’s are actually engaged in the practice of children’s nursing within the Irish health service. 

3.   Regulation of Nursing 

In Ireland the Nurses’ Registration Act (1919) provided for the establishment of the General Nursing Council. This new body was given the responsibility of establishing and maintaining a register of nurses under various divisions or title of nursing for example, general, psychiatry and sick children’s nursing (The Report of the Commission on Nursing 1998 p.39).   The Nurses Acts of 1950 and 1985 have maintained the division of the register for sick children’s nurses. 

3.1 Changing the Title
The Commission on Nursing (1998) accepted the suggestion “that the tile of Sick Children’s Nursing was slightly anachronistic in the modern health service” (p175), and recommended that the title should be changed to Child Health Nurse. Clearly, a contemporary title was required to reflect the provision of competent nursing care for the child who is healthy or sick in any health care setting, but this proposal was not well received by Registered Sick Children’s Nurses. 

In August 2003, the National Paediatric Nursing Advisory Forum presented its deliberations to An Bord Altranais proposing a change in the title from Registered Sick Children’s Nurse to Registered Children’s Nurse.  An Bord Altranais surveyed 10% of RSCN’s and key stakeholders to identify the support for this.  The result enabled the title to be changed from Registered Sick Children’s Nurse to Registered Children’s Nurse with the enactment of the Nurses Rules, 2004 in December 2004.  
4. Education of Children’s Nurses

Since 1996, the only route to registration as a children’s nurse is through an eighteen-month post-registration children’s nursing education programme available to all registered nurses.   There are 133 approved places on the two programmes annually, and these commence twice a year in spring and autumn. The core elements of the programme are provided by the relevant university in partnership with the three children’s hospitals in Dublin. 
The theoretical and clinical components of the programme are determined by An Bord Altranais to meet the Requirement and Standards for a Nurse Registration Education Programme in Sick Children’s Nursing (An Bord Altranais 2000).   The current Requirement and Standards also provide an indicative content for the programme and include

· Child and Family Centred Nursing

· Interpersonal Skills for Sick Children’s Nursing 

· The Individual Child in Health and Illness

· Child and Family Health Promotion

· The Professional and Personal Development of the Sick Children’s Nurse

· Child and Family Health Care Systems

On successful completion of the programme the student is eligible to register as a children’s nurse and is awarded a Higher Diploma of the National University of Ireland from the relevant university. 

During the programme the students are part of the nursing workforce in each of the children’s hospital and are remunerated at the level of a first year staff nurse.

The number of students commencing these programmes has decreased significantly since 1997 and this has been compounded by a considerable attrition rate.   The current deficit of unfilled student places is 18.5% (37 places) in November 2004.   The decreasing numbers have been influenced by the advent of the undergraduate pre-registration nursing degree programmes in general, psychiatry and intellectual disability nursing in 2002.   Hence, the capacity of the post-registration programmes (in their current format) to attract sufficient numbers is likely to continue diminishing and is expected to be further compounded by the absence of a cohort of nurses eligible for registration in 2005. 
The paucity of RCN’s has impacted on children’s healthcare services, most particularly in the three Dublin hospitals.  In an attempt to continue to meet service requirements, nurses are employed from nursing agencies (if available) and from overseas. 

An Expert Group on Midwifery and Children’s Nursing Education was established in 2004 and recognised that a new model of preparing children’s nurses is required to ensure that there is an adequate and sustainable resource of RCN’s for existing and future child health service developments. 
Among the recommendations contained in the Report of the Expert Group on Midwifery and Children’s Nursing Education (December 2004) include the 
 i)   introduction of a four and a half year integrated   children’s/general 
       nursing degree programme; and  

ii)    continuation of the post-registration children’s nursing education 
       programme but changed to one of twelve months duration. 
These proposed changes require An Bord Altranais to provide new Requirements and Standards for the children’s nurse registration education programmes.  This is work in progress. 
5.   Where Registered Children’s Nurses Work.
   The traditional focus of sick children’s nursing has been hospital based and where the majority of RCN’s are still employed.  The three children’s hospitals in Dublin city have a collective capacity of 388 beds, and the 24 paediatric units throughout the country (attached to general hospitals) have 560 beds.  However, many children and young people also attend adult accident and emergency departments and are often admitted to adult wards/units.    
   Whilst there is a move away from the acute hospital setting as a sole healthcare setting providing care for children, there are no dedicated community children’s nursing services.  The increasing numbers of children with acute, chronic or complex conditions requiring the provision of specifically skilled nursing care at home in the community as lead to the development of outreach children’s nursing services.   These services are provided by mostly specialist RCN’s (referred to as Clinical Nurse Specialists) working from a hospital base and sometimes in collaboration with public health nurses (Department of Health and Children 2000).   These nurses are based mostly in the eastern region of the country (National Council for the Professional Development of Nursing and Midwifery 2003).
   The concept of ‘shared care’ has also developed where specialist RCN’s 
(Clinical Nurse Specialists) work closely with General Practitioners, Public Health Nurses, paediatric units in local hospitals and home care teams in the community.  This service is predominantly for children with cancer. 
The need for community health care services for children and adolescents was recognised at Letterkenny General Hospital, Co Donegal and a community paediatric link nurse post was developed there in 2001.  A similar post was developed later that year in Sligo and in September 2004 in Portlaoise, Co Laois.  These nurses are actively involved in planning and preparation for discharge, provide follow-up care and support for children families, liaise with multidisciplinary teams both in the hospital and community. 

As children’s health, well-being and associated health care needs are much broader, RCN’s increasingly include aspects of health education and promotion as an integral component of their care for children and their families regardless of the health care setting. 
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