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    (A brief informal history by Noel Howard)
Those who can remember will not have forgotten the many vibrant, contentious meetings and AGMs of those early years when managers and workers publicly crossed swords in many cases for the very first time.  Heated discussions took place around trade union membership and what it would or would not bring.  One of the advantages of those debates was that clarity was established around the distinction between a professional body and a trade union… a distinction that, to this day, occasionally has to be reiterated.

With the publication of the Castle Priory Report in the UK in the association organised a ground breaking conference in Dublin in 1974 where the guest speaker was Barbara Kahan who was at that time beginning to be a major consultative influence in care related issues in the UK and who was to go on to get a OBE for her services in this sector.  That particular conference established the association’s position as an important player in the general ‘care’ field though the emphasis was still on residential care.  The CARE organisation was another high profile organisation throughout this period and would have had a number of AWCC members in its organisation also.

That emphasis was further underlined in late 1974 when the Task Force on Child Care Services was established and much of its final report in 1980 is taken up with alternative and residential care.  The AWCC, among many other organisations and individuals, made a submission.  Following the Task Force final report the association held a seminar in Cathal Brugha St. to consider various aspects of the report and that seminar saw some robust debate around the various recommendations made.  The venue for that meeting (Cathal Brugha St. in Dublin) was significant as the college had, by then, begun its own certificate/diploma course in social care/social studies.  The IACW was to maintain strong links with Cathal Brugha St. and later the DIT and other IT’s (as they were later to become) around the country.

The Athlone Papers, following a seminar in Athlone in 1978 on residential care, was published by the association and widely referred to in the following years.  A further emphasis on issues involving the association was evident in 1979 which was universally declared The Year of the Child  and saw the FICE international conference hosted by the  association take place that year in Trinity College.  

FICE is an international federation, founded in 1948, having as its focus high standards of services for children and young people especially those who have to live away from their own homes.  The conference brought together a host of experts and care workers from many countries.  It was an unqualified success and moved the association’s reputation forward in many respects.

The 1980’s saw the AWCC become the IACW in view of the emergence of community services necessitating the involvement of child care workers.  The 80’s also ushered in trade union issues around membership and what that entailed.  A growing awareness of the need for care workers to be professionally registered developed throughout the 1980’s and various abortive attempts were made by the IACW to kick start such a process.  For a time it appeared that things were happening only for hopes to be dashed.  The Ennismore Papers was the result of an in depth look by the association at training and its many aspects and 1988 saw its publication.  It was a valuable addition to the debate at the time especially in view of training in social studies and social care courses expanding, moving outside of Dublin and finding a wider take up. 

In the late 80’s   the all party committee on the Child Care Bill (the 1991 Act to be) benefited from IACW input.  1988 was the year the annual conferences were inaugurated and they continued to bring care workers together from all over the country to where the issues of the day, IACW policy, the study of good practice,-among many other themes- get a regular airing.

The 1990’s brought scandals, inquiries and investigations and left the association battling to preserve the good name of its members as public perceptions of what had gone wrong in some cases led to broad generalisations taking the place of fact.  What became evident as the decade progressed was that residential care in particular was to lose some excellent people because, quite understandably, they were not prepared to be part of a system where, increasingly, they were subjected to verbal and physical assault in their work and innuendo and suspicion outside it.  The IACW publicly persisted in calling for allegations against care workers to be processed and closed as a matter of urgency by the Health Boards.  It also alerted its members to the fact that the Health Boards were not at one in dealing with this important area.  The association was increasingly called on to intervene in individual and /or particular unit issues when individuals or staff groups sought support.  In effect, what transpired was that while the association, as a professional body, was able to support staff and units in particular circumstances the time involved was enormous and, as so often quite rightly noted, there is only so much that a voluntary executive can do.

The association had two members on the working group that drew up the 1996 Standards in Residential Centres and Guide to Good Practice.  The Madonna House Inquiry was set up in 1993 and the IACW provided the inquiry team with a number of its policy documents which had been published in the early 90’s.  It is worthy of note that one of the Madonna House Inquiry’s recommendations was that the IACW and the RMA should appoint ‘a panel of officers from their associations with whom individuals could consult if they have concerns regarding child care standards and practices.’ 

 1993 also saw the publication of The Kilkenny Incest Report and a special edition of CURAM responded with a wide selection of views on the report.  The mid 90’s saw the appointment of a junior government minister with responsibility for children, something which the IACW had been advocating for many years since it became apparent the main Task Force recommendation of a Child Care Authority was never going to be implemented.   

The late 90’s saw an increased debate around and demand for registration and this issue is now current with draft legislation in place due in no small part to the association having been at the forefront in demanding a once and for all finalisation of this matter.

The push for the Children Bill 1996 to become law was also pursued actively by the IACW at this time and it published a concise and direct list of recommendations.  The Bill became the Children Act 2001 and currently is being implemented.

The new millennium saw the association face new challenges in the face of diversifying services being suggested and developed.  The full implementation of the 2001 Children Act has many implications for care workers is a case in point with numerous community options coming into play with a view to ensuring that detention becomes a last resort.

2001 saw the IACW publish a significant piece of work The Nature and Extent of Workplace Violence Experienced by Social Care Workers  (by Phil Keogh of DIT) which addressed a core concern for care workers. The association was represented on the standards committee which drew up the National Standards for Children’s Residential Centres in 2001.  

2004 saw the long awaited Health & Social Care Professionals Bill (generally referred to as Registration) finally become law. Accommodating twelve different professional groups named for registration will be an arduous process and the implementation of the Act may well be fraught with obstacles.  As noted at the beginning that year also saw the association’s new name IASCW.

The association celebrated 35 years in 2007 and its conference in Limerick brought a number of speakers from abroad to see what had transpired in the previous 35 years for them and how they saw the future.

Throughout the years the association’s magazine, CURAM, continued to be published.  It offers a forum for anyone interested in having their views expressed on relevant issues.  Currently, it is published twice early and is circulated widely.

Noel Howard with apologies for omissions and to any individual or group from the past whose efforts have not been adverted to in the above.
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