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Chairperson’s Welcome Note 

 Before our volunteer services had to 
be paused in mid-March two workshops 
on Adapting Play Volunteering for Teens 
had been hosted in February.  A successful 
team leader day was held on Zoom in 

April. In addition, we gathered to thank our 
volunteers and have some fun with 4 Paint 
by the Pints social zoom sessions, facilitated 
by Crumlin volunteer, Brittany Beckart, to 
end 2020. 

Volunteer Update

 We  were grateful for some excellent 
virtual volunteering in response to our 
request with some wonderful storytelling, 
craft activities and brainteasers that were 
shared on social media and distributed to 
the hospital play specialists and CNM’s to 
bring to the bedsides of children in hospitals 
around the country. We know this is no 
replacement to the physical presence of our 
volunteers, however, it is helping to sustain 
our connection and commitment during the 
pandemic.

 In June we welcomed a small number 
of volunteers back. 23 volunteers did 
an incredible job of supporting children 
and families arriving to CHI at Crumlin’s 

Outpatients Department. This role served 
as a model to return a team of 5 volunteers 
to CHI at Temple Street’s Outpatients 
Department supporting families 3 days 
a week from late October.  Also in late 
October, a team of six volunteers returned 
to play volunteering for the first time since 
March as a dedicated support team in CHI 
at Crumlin’s Transitional Care Unit.

Over 500 volunteers 
across 14 paediatric units.

500 
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 As 2020 began, the members, staff and 
Board of Children in Hospital Ireland were 
looking forward to an exciting year ahead. It 
was to be a year in which there would be not 
only steady advances in the organisation’s 
volunteer service and its advocacy work 
but during which the 50th anniversary of 
the founding of the organisation would be 
publicly celebrated in a number of ways. 
However, before even a quarter of the year 
had gone by, Children in Hospital Ireland, 
like every other organisation in the country, 
found itself faced with having to rapidly and 
radically adapt its plans and its methods of 
work in order to respond to the significant 
challenges posed by the arrival of the 
Covid-19 pandemic. 

 By the end of  March, all Children in 
Hospital Ireland volunteers had to be 
withdrawn from the 14 hospitals around 
the country where the hospital play service 
is provided, as well as from the JustAsk 
information service in CHI at Crumlin. In 
addition, staff members had to make the 
significant change to working from home. 
Over the course of the remainder of the 
year, all meetings of the Board and its 
sub-committees had to be held by Zoom, 
scheduled fundraising events had to be 
postponed, and the Annual Lecture and a 
planned 50th anniversary conference had 
to be cancelled.  

 In the face of such severe disruption of 
plans and significant changes in how work 
could be undertaken, Board members 

and staff sought ways of ensuring that as 
much as possible of the activities of the 
organisation could continue. During the 
year, there was considerable progress in 
the areas of research and advocacy and in 
updating and revising the organisation’s 
governance instruments. There were some 
new initiatives to provide a service for 
children in hospital and their parents, and 
ongoing efforts to maintain contact with 
the volunteers for the organisation’s play 
service, as well as with personnel in the 
hospitals where the service is provided.
 
 Despite the difficulties which are still 
being presented by Covid-19, Children 
in Hospital Ireland faces into 2021 with 
optimism that it can continue to make 
progress in many areas of its work; in 
particular, it looks forward to the prospect 
of its volunteers being able to return to the 
paediatric wards and hospitals when this is 
deemed safe by hospitals.
 
 In conclusion, I would like to thank 
Children in Hospital Ireland members, 
volunteers and Board for their commitment 
to the organisation and its work. I would like 
especially to commend and thank the staff 
members for their hard work, flexibility and 
initiative which enabled the organisation to 
continue operating throughout 2020.

Margaret Burns 
Chairperson 
Children in Hospital Ireland

Diversity

Nationality 

Volunteers have self-identified as 16 
different nationalities .
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Length of volunteering  

39 volunteers active for 10 years or more, 
4 of those for 20 years or more.

39

Impact of Volunteer Roles 

Over 8,000 children supported in a 
six month period of September 2019 
through February 2020.

Impact of COVID Isolation Play Packs

 In March 2020 when volunteer services were 
paused in all hospitals, playrooms were closed, and 
ward toys removed. Children in Hospital Ireland 
used our successful model of play packs for children 
in isolation rooms, to continue to support play for 
children in hospital. 

 Between March and December 2020 119 boxes 
with approximately 10,000 isolation play packs 
or play resources were sent to 21 hospitals with 
paediatric wards in Ireland.

8,000 

145
Families Impacted

Approximately 145 families were supported 
per week in CHI at Temple Street Outpatients 
Department from 28th October 2020.

10,000 

Over 500 volunteers 
across 14 paediatric units.
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Age

18-65+

Quality Award

In July 2020 Children in Hospital Ireland was 
proudly awarded the Investing in Volunteers 
Award. The Investing in Volunteers Award 
represents the organisation’s commitment 
to nine quality standards in recruiting, 
supporting and recognising volunteers 
and ensuring safe practice.  

Fundraising

Main fundraising events. Thank you to:

 Ç  St Andrew’s School PTA for funds
    raised at their parent’s lunch.

 Ç  The Commissioner of Irish Lights
    and Fighting Words for producing 
   the beautiful Lighthouse Storybook
    with all sale proceeds supporting
    our services and Northern Ireland   
   Hospice.

 Ç  Volunteers who ran, baked, made   
   and sold crafts to raise funds and   
   those who donated to our isolation  
   packs fund.

 Ç  Everyone who sold or purchased
   our beautiful Christmas cards in   
   December.

Sincere thanks 
to every individual and 

organisation for their 
generosity in helping us to 

keep supporting children 
in hospital and 

their families. 

https://childreninhospital.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Some-quotes-from-the-IIV-process.pdf


Letter to the Irish Times, Patricia Hemmens,
29th October 1969

FIRST THINGS FIRST

Sir – what is wrong with our sense of values?  An article on 
etiquette provokes such strong feeling and there is a flood of 
letters on the subject.  An article spotlighting what amounts 
to the large scale mental, if not physical cruelty of small 
children by depriving them of the emotional support of their 
mothers when in hospital, passes almost unheeded.

Have we become such an affluent society that which knife and 
fork we take matters more than the type of care we provide 
for our children?  Come to think of it the children who suffer 
most in this way are probably those of the “lower classes” 
whose parents are less able to stand up for their rights but 
then they are the sort of people who “slurp” their soup so I 
suppose they don’t really count.

I would like to think that lack of response to your report on 
the survey which spoke of the inadequate visiting allowed 
for children in many Dublin hospitals was due to it being 
tucked away at the bottom of a page, and so perhaps passed 
unnoticed.  Surely this is the sort of article we should have on 
“Women First” and less of the trivia about fur coats and Paris 
fashions.

Is anything being done to persuade hospitals to improve their 
visiting hours?  Is there any parent reading this who has had 
a child in hospital and has not been happy about conditions?  
Or any others who feel sufficiently strongly about it to take 
action?

It is only parents getting together and making their voice 
heard in unison that any improvement will be made. – 

Yours, etc, 
Patricia Hemmens

The restricted contact can’t have been easy for 
parents either; even in the seven more enlightened 
hospitals that had open visiting during the day, 
they were never allowed to stay with their children.

Five days after this Irish Times news report, Binchy 
used her column on the Women First page to 
get stuck into the “utter and complete nonsense” 
of etiquette as outlined in a new edition of the 
American writer Emily Post’s 1922 guide to the 
subject, which ran to more than 600 pages.

No prizes for guessing which article seemed at first 
to most exercise the minds of  Irish Times readers. 
Over the following week, a selection of letters, 
with responses ranging from horror to approval of 
Binchy’s views on etiquette, were published.

“I find it very hard indeed to understand that a 
page intended for ladies never gives us tips on 
entertaining, on social behaviour, and that you have 
abandoned all the kind of thing [sic] we want to 
read about ladylike living,” wrote one (Mrs) Martina 
Doyle. “A woman’s page should be about cookery, 
sewing and housekeeping.”

But the week after that, on November 12th 1969, 
another reader, Patricia Hemmens, of Malahide, Co 
Dublin, questioned society’s sense of values. While 
a piece on etiquette had prompted a flood of letters, 
she wrote, “an article spotlighting what amounts to 
the large-scale mental, if not physical, cruelty [to] 
small children by depriving them of the emotional 
support of their mothers when in hospital, passes 
almost unheeded”.

She continued: “Have we become such an affluent 
society that which knife and fork we take matters 
more than the type of care we provide for our 
children? Come to think of it, the children who suffer 
most in this way are probably those of the ‘lower 
classes’ whose parents are less able to stand up 
for their rights, but then they are the sort of people 
who ‘slurp’ their soup, so I suppose they don’t really 
count.”

In conclusion, she pointed out that it would only 
be through parents like her “getting together 
and making their voice heard in unison” that any 
improvements would be made. 

The response to Hemmens’s call for action resulted 
some months later in her founding the Association 
for the Welfare of Children in Hospital (Ireland), 
or the AWCHI, later renamed Children in Hospital 
Ireland (CHI). The first meeting of the AWCHI was 
held on February 13th 1970.

as told by The Irish Times in 1969 and 2019

From letters page to founding figures

above: cartoon,,,, ; image of Irish Times article .....; image of Irish 
Exmaminer article .... ; opposite: The Irish Times ....

The writer Maeve Binchy could never have foreseen that 
her deploring of “etiquette fiends”, with their notions of 
social graces, would inadvertently kickstart a campaign 
for the welfare of children in hospital. The connection 
between the niceties of anapkins and woes in the wards is 
hardly obvious, but it was the pages of The Irish Times that 
provided the link. 

It started with a news story, on October 29th 1969, about a 
survey of 17 – out of an astonishing 24 – hospitals in Dublin 
that had child patients at the time. While the medical care 
was excellent, the newspaper reported, there seemed to be 
little recognition of children’s need for emotional support 
and stimulation.

Imagine the distress of a small, sick child being allowed to 
see their mother for as little as half an hour a day, as was 
the policy in a number of hospitals.

“There should be more awareness that the child’s separation 
from its mother is a traumatic experience which should 
be minimised as much as possible; children between six 
and 24 months do worst at present because of insufficient 
cuddling and stimulation,” stated the study, conducted by 
the Irish committee of the Organisation Mondiale pour 
l’Éducation Préscolaire (OMEP).

“Many hospitals like to avoid the crying sessions which 
occur after a visiting mother leaves her child in hospital,” 
said research psychologist Brother Richard Copsey at a 
presentation of the findings. However, he remarked, people 
should be more worried if there weren’t tears, as that would 
indicate a withdrawn or indifferent child.

CHAPTER ONE
 

From letters page to founding 
figures: how the Association 
for the Welfare of Children in 
Hospital Ireland (AWCHI) was 
formed

From letters page to founding figures

The minutes of the first meeting, 

If there was one thing my mother, Patricia Hemmens, 
deplored, it was what she called “making a fuss”. 
Worst of all was anyone making a fuss about her. 
But by writing about her part in founding Children 
in Hospital Ireland, I am definitely guilty of making 
a fuss. 

 My mother had a good Irish exclamation for 
dismissing fuss – “Arrah”. If one of us children was 
moaning on, she would say, with mock exasperation: 
“Arrah, go on out of that!” It reads like something out 
of JM Synge, which was not at all how she spoke. 

 Others are far better qualified than I am to write the 
whole history of the organisation that began as the 
Association for the Welfare of Children in Hospital 
(Ireland) but in our house was always just one syllable, 
“Awch”. Others again will have their own personal 
memories. All I can offer is some recollections of 
being a child of one of the founders. 

 I wouldn’t dare write “the” founder. Mum always 
adamantly said that all she did was write a letter to 
The Irish Times. She did a lot more than that – but 
it’s true that if other equally determined women had 
not responded with such energy, “Awch” would never 
have got started. 

The other thing she would say later was that, to some 
extent, the association was, as she put it, “pushing 
an open door” or at least a door that was no longer 
locked. In Irish hospitals in the late 1960s, there were 
still some crusty old consultants and matrons who 
would have liked to keep it locked, with the mothers 

of child patients outside, but a more enlightened 
generation were already beginning to see not only 
that keeping young patients happy was good in itself, 
but that it might well improve clinical outcomes. 

 Even an unlocked door, however, doesn’t open unless 
it is pushed. In 1970, the AWCHI started pushing. 

 Why did it push? All the founders had their reasons, 
but for my mother there was a sense in which the 
AWCHI began before she was born. She grew up 
with a family memory of what had happened when 
her brother, 10 years older than her, had his tonsils 
out. He went into hospital a happy, carefree little boy; 
he came home silent and remote. I remember him as 
a kindly, well-liked man, but although he lived to be 
nearly 90 the diffidence that the family attributed to 
those few days in hospital in the 1920s never left him. 
I can’t remember Mum saying that Billy’s experience 
made her think something like the AWCHI was 
needed, but from how she spoke of it I know it was in 
the back of her mind. 

  Her next experience of a child in hospital wasn’t in 
the back of her mind; it was right in her face, and it 
wasn’t as a sister but as a mother. I remember capering 
around my grandparents’ garden in Kilbarrack with 
my sisters one afternoon when I was six, chanting 
excitedly “We have a ba-by broooother!” A couple 
of years later, we got scarily close to not having one 
again. He went into hospital with pneumonia.   

 I think Mum was allowed to visit him, but only in 
limited hours, and certainly not to stay overnight. 

The importance of ‘making a fuss’:  
Patricia Hemmens remembered

Tight-lipped, she had to leave him alone and crying, 
and watch other mothers being obliged to do the same, 
maybe some of them in tears themselves. Her son 
survived, the hospital had done its job – what more did 
she want? What she wanted was for children to emerge 
not just alive but happy. 

 Mum was a meticulous reader of local news. Her eye 
mostly skipped over the lofty affairs of presidents and 
popes, but she scrutinised every small ad and letter in 
The Irish Times. I can picture her sitting up in bed at 
night, reading the paper. In late 1969, with the experience 
of leaving her baby son alone in hospital still burning 
in her mind, she noticed with incredulity that the letters 
page was full of a lively correspondence about etiquette, 
while a news report on neglect of the emotional needs 
of children in hospital was almost ignored. 

Mum had one of her “Arrah” moments – and, well, we 
know what happened. 

 She rarely got angry. Indignant is the word. That’s what 
she often felt: indignation on behalf of others. And that, 
I think, still comes across in her letter: “Have we become 
such an affluent society that which knife and fork we 
take matters more than the type of care we provide for 
our children?” 

I can hear her say it, with a kind of quiet heat in her 
voice. 

This type of local issue was her element. My father used 
to discuss world affairs with me at the table, and I felt 
proud to be included in what I thought was grown-up 
talk, but Mum had little time for all that. Why talk about 
the Sunningdale Agreement or Kissinger’s foreign 
policy? What could we do about them? Childcare in 
Irish hospitals – she could so something about that, and 
she didn’t sit around the table blathering about it, she 
just got on with it, without any of that dreaded fuss. 

Mum’s appeal in her letter to The Irish Times was 
answered by practical women like her. There were 
supportive husbands in the background, but I think 
the first committee was all women – and “Awch” was 
the result. We children got used to “Mummy’s out at 
Awch” or “Don’t go into the sitting room, there’s an Awch 
meeting”. 

 And so it continued, and does so to this day, with over 
500 volunteers helping and supporting families when 
they need it most.  

The legacy that Patrcia Hemmens and her co-founders 
left makes a daily impact in the lives of children and 
their families. It is largely because of these accidental 
activists that some of the hardest days faced during 
childhood illness are now a little more manageable.

Walter Hemmens
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Advocacy & Research

Memoir 

 We plan to launch this commemorative 
book in quarter four of 2021 — here are some 
snapshots of how it is progressing. 

Advocacy Work 

 We made a number of submissions to 
ensure that the perspective of families and 
children are included in policy documents, 
including to: 

 Ç  HIQA scoping consultation which 
   will inform the development   
   of Overarching National Standards  
   for the Care and Support of Children  
   using Health and Social Care   
   Services, 

 Ç  Future Direction of Nursing
    for Children and Their Families in
    Ireland which will outline a vision
    and a strategic framework for the
    future direction of children’s nursing  
   in Ireland for the next 5-10 years.

Network of Childhood Illnesses 
Organisations (NICO)

 We hosted four Network of Childhood 
Illnesses Organisation meetings during 
2020. These meetings strengthened our ties 
with other organisations, sharing valuable 
knowledge and experiences.

 Ç  Oireachtas Joint Committee 
   on Disability which invited
    submissions on the lived    
   experiences of people with 
   disabilities. 

We successfully applied 
for a Training Links grant, 
awarded by The Wheel, 
and have begun planning 
a programme of training 
for 2021 for the network. 

Research: Childhood Illness, 
Financial Stress

 On 27th October Fergus Finlay joined us 
for our online launch of the research report 
Childhood Illness, Financial Stress: The 
Hidden Costs of Hospital Care for Children. 
The research findings were featured in the 
Irish Times on the day of the launch.

 We made a strong start into the 
long process of advocating for the 
implementation of the report’s 
recommendations.

This includes highlighting to Government:

the need for a new social welfare
payment designed specifically
to assist parents whose children
spend prolonged periods of 
time in hospital.

https://childreninhospital.ie/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Children-in-Hospital-Report_1-FINAL.pdf
https://childreninhospital.ie/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Children-in-Hospital-Report_1-FINAL.pdf
https://childreninhospital.ie/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Children-in-Hospital-Report_1-FINAL.pdf


 Our AGM took place virtually by 
Zoom.  We were delighted to welcome 
David Coleman, Clinical Psychologist 
and Broadcaster as our guest speaker.  
David spoke so enthusiastically about the 
importance of the work our volunteers do 
and how the benefits of play cannot be 
understated.  

 David spoke about how children “get lost 
in play” and how they can work out a lot of 
their problems through the process of play. 
He also reminded us that when children are 
at play it is the only time that nobody wants 

anything from them, they can just “be” and 
if volunteers needed any reassurance that 
they were doing something really impactful, 
then this was it.  

AGM 2020

Reach & Communications:
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To maximise our reach and engagement we 
use a three-pronged approach: 

EACH (European Association for 
Children in Hospital)

 EACH released a statement calling upon 
all governments, policy makers, staff in 
hospitals and in all other healthcare facilities 
to respect the needs and rights of children 
regarding the consequences of Covid-19, as 
stipulated in the EACH Charter. 

 We were delighted to arrange for the 
Chief Executive of the Mental Health 
Commission and two young members of 
Jigsaw to virtually present to EACH on Irish 
mental health services for children and 
young people. 

SOCIAL MEDIA

We utilise social media as our conversation driver 
using as much visual content as possible.

 2020 saw a notable increase in social 
media followers, donors and revenue. In 
particular, embracing Instagram has led to a 
number of unsolicited fundraising activities 
and donations by retailers, artists and 
individuals. Instagram will continue to be 
an important medium to tell our story and 
grow awareness of our services.

 During the pandemic our proposition 
and the tangible difference that we made 
(particularly in delivering 
isolation packs) was very 
evident through our 
visual story-telling and 
particularly suited to 
Instagram.   

Email marketing

Email marketing is vital to personalise our content to 
our varied audiences to ensure the relevant content 
reaches our engaged community. 

NEWSLETTER

Our newsletters explain the substance and fuller detail 
of our impacts and project work. 

Our volunteers were enthusiastic 
in sharing their storytelling and 
arts, crafts and activity skills 
via video to stay in touch with 
children in hospitals and to reach 
out to children in general through 
our social channels garnering 
strong engagement.  2020 saw 
digital really gaining pace as a 
driver for fundraising, awareness 
and increased revenue.
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