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Children tell us that they want to see the politicians 
who represent them recognising that children are not 
just a set of problems to solve, but that they have 
exciting, vibrant lives that we should be supporting  
to make them even better.

That said, children know that despite their innate 
optimism, things have been hard for the last few 
years, and for many children that is for as long as 
they can remember.

The lingering effects of the pandemic, poverty and 
the cost of living, an explosion in the numbers of 
children struggling with their mental health and 
the rapidly changing online world – with all the 
opportunities and risks that presents – mean that 
growing up in Wales has changed beyond what  
many adults can imagine.

That makes it even more critical that we listen directly 
to babies, children, young people and their families as 
we move into a new era for Welsh Government and 
political decision making in Wales.

I want to sincerely thank the many children, young 
people, families and Barnardo’s Cymru staff who have 
shared their time, experiences and hopes for the 
future, to help develop this manifesto. It is dedicated 
entirely to you; you are at the centre of everything we 
do at Barnardo’s and reflecting what’s important to 
you is the most important thing for us.

We call on every politician standing in this election to 
take the pledge to listen directly to babies, children 
and young people, and to make every decision as 
though children were in the room with them. For too 

long, children have been overlooked and  
undervalued in political decision-making,  
despite representing the future of Wales that we  
are all committed to developing.

If you read one thing in this manifesto, please take 
a look at the letter from Hatti, aged 17, on the next 
page, addressed to every candidate standing in 
this election. Hatti has written about the issues that 
matter the most to her, and the changes she wishes 
to see. 

Every child in Wales has hopes, dreams and ambitions 
like those outlined by Hatti. For Hatti, the change 
she wants to see is around neurodiversity and the 
support that should have been available to her. For 
other children in Wales, their priorities may look 
different. This is why we can’t treat children as one 
homogenous group – we must engage with them 
thoughtfully in all their diversity and their differences.

Hatti’s letter demonstrates the passion and 
commitment of children and young people in Wales, 
and their desire to see change in their communities.

Babies, children, young people and their families in 
Wales are ambitious for their future, and they want a 
government that matches that. They deserve to see 
a future Welsh Government that feels as passionately 
about their lives and opportunities as they do, and we 
look forward to seeing how every candidate standing 
in this election will make that case.

Sarah Crawley 
Director of Barnardo’s Cymru

Foreword
Sarah Crawley, Director of Barnardo’s Cymru

“They’ve got to give us something to be hopeful for.”

These are the words of a young person who worked on this manifesto with us.  
It sums up our obligations to young people; ours as Barnardo’s Cymru, and 
those of candidates, elected politicians and policy makers. The 2026 Senedd 
election comes at a pivotal time for babies, children and young people in Wales. 
Having faced many challenges in recent years, children and their families 
remain positive about their future and want to see a government that can  
match their enthusiasm and passion for what their lives could be.
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Children and young people struggling  
with their emotional wellbeing or  
mental health and wellbeing 

• �Ensure all children, young people and families  
can access timely mental health and emotional 
wellbeing support in their communities. 

• �Support the development of a model of mental 
health support which is a whole-family offer, 
community-based and child-centred. 

Children young people and  
families living in poverty 

• Develop a Welsh Child Payment scheme.

• �Introduce a New Baby Grant to help low-income  
families afford essential equipment. 

• �Full and universal implementation of the Bwndel  
Babi (Baby Bundle) scheme for the families most  
in need of support, working towards a universal  
offer when financial circumstances allow. 

• �Expand universal healthy free school meals to 
secondary schools.

• �Give all children and young people free public  
transport to break down barriers to accessing 
education, training and social activities.

Families needing support to give  
their children the best chance in life 

• �Commit to a statutory right for children, young  
people and families to receive early intervention and 
prevention services from their local authority designed 
to support families and, where possible, safely keep 
families together and children out of local authority  
care. This should be fully funded.

• �Roll out specialist edge of care services across  
Wales to ensure that all families can access services 
such as Baby & Me, irrespective of where they live. 

• �Guarantee ringfenced funding for a Reflect service 
to be maintained or reintroduced in every local  
authority in Wales. 

• �Improve support for neurodiverse children in  
schools, and support the whole family.

Children in care and care leavers 

• �Enhance support for kinship care families and  
children under a Special Guardianship Order. 

• �Place the Corporate Parenting Charter on a  
statutory footing. 

• �Develop a holistic, wraparound support offer for  
young people in and leaving care, supporting  
them well into adulthood and helping them to  
fulfil their ambitions. 

• �Create a statutory right for care-experienced  
young people to access mental health support from 
their local authority at the earliest possible moment. 

Barnardo’s Cymru manifesto 
– at a glance
Sadly, the lives of too many children in Wales are not safe, happy, healthy  
or hopeful. Many do not have equal access to opportunities.

The next Welsh Government  
should commit to: 
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Children and young people at risk of  
sexual abuse, exploitation and harm 

• �Fund comprehensive, whole-family support  
services for children and young people that are 
victims of CSA/E. This should include step-up 
and step-down support. 

• �Rollout out a Harmful Sexual Behaviour pathway 
and specialist support services across Wales 
to ensure that children and young people are 
signposted to appropriate support at the earliest 
possible juncture. 

• �Invest in whole-family, specialist support for babies, 
children, young people and their families who have 
experienced domestic abuse. This should include 
sustainable funding for specialist services across 
Wales, ending the postcode lottery of support.

• �Introduce a Night Light project in Wales to protect 
children from the risks of sexual exploitation.

Children and families seeking sanctuary in the UK

• �Ensure all children and young people seeking 
sanctuary in Wales can access timely mental health 
support which is trauma-informed and attentive to 
cultural identity and lived experiences.

• �Introduce an automatic entitlement for children in 
families with no recourse to public funds (‘NRPF)’  
to access free school meals in secondary schools. 
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Children and young  
people struggling with  
their mental health  
and wellbeing

“I don’t feel like they 
take in my emotions. 
It’s just get you in and 
get you out again. It’s 
their job to listen to 
young people, but 
they don’t.” 

Young person

“Some schools offer 
a lot [of mental 
health support],  
but it’s different 
from place to place.” 

Young person

“Mental health 
services are not 
always young 
person friendly.”

Barnardo’s Cymru 
Practitioner

“The best experience 
I’ve had is when 
a person took the 
time to get to know 
me and my little 
nuances. It was a 
collaboration with 
them, not a lesson.” 

Young person

“When you’re told 
you’re in the wrong 
place for support, it 
feels like rejection and 
it cuts really deep. It’s 
exhausting trying to 
advocate for your child 
when it feels like this.” 

Parent

“My CAMHS worker 
was really good. 
They saw me quickly, 
and they could 
always offer me 
more sessions if I 
needed them.” 

Young person

“There’s no perinatal 
mental health support  
in this area. There’s 
one lady working in the 
service which has very 
specific criteria so none 
of our Mums qualify.  
That means that in 
practice, there’s  
nothing available here.” 

Barnardo’s Cymru Practitioner
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Cardiff Family Wellbeing Service 

The Cardiff Family Wellbeing Service provides emotional  
and therapeutic support for families and children to improve 
their wellbeing, mental health and relationships. The service  
is non-diagnostic and utilises a holistic family approach  
to wellbeing. 

Aimed at early intervention, and prevention, the service 
supports the reduction in risk of developing enduring 
wellbeing related issues and thereby the numbers of families 
who may need statutory interventions. This is a crucial 
element of promoting good mental health across Wales. 

Our work with families in Wales has shown us that improving 
young people’s mental health often requires an understanding 
of their whole family dynamic to bring about sustained 
change. Working in this way ensures that the network around 
the child or young person also embraces change, making 
families more resilient in the long term. We also recognise  
the long-term effects of poverty on health outcomes 
including the impact on the mental health and wellbeing of 
children and their families.

 
Meddwl Ymlaen

Meddwl Ymlaen is a £10 million grant programme from the 
National Lottery Community Fund. The programme aims to 
empower young people to create and implement a vision  
for a more resilient and mentally healthy future for young 
people in their community. Gwynedd and Ynys Môn 
Partnership received £1.5 million over 5 years.

Within the project young people are recruited into the role 
of Young Leader, who in turn act as Ambassadors for the 
project, reflecting the commitment to ensuring children have 
their voices heard. We believe this leads to better decision 
making and improved services. 

Service Spotlight

Service Spotlight

A young person who  
used the service said: 

“Coming into the service I felt 
sceptical. I have had talking 
therapy before and it had 
worked a little, but it never 
made me feel the way this 
has made me feel at the end 
of each session. My mind 
is clearer, I am taking more 
away in terms of the coping 
strategies and am feeling 
more positive!”

I have absolutely loved being 
a young leader for Meddwl 
Ymlaen, getting chances to do 
things like speak in the council 
chambers was such a great 
experience and just everything 
in general has been amazing, 
it’s been wonderful to feel 
heard and to be involved in 
everything we do 

Young person

I’ve found it really useful 
to improve my confidence 
and wellbeing. Thank you 
for providing a space where 
I can speak my mind and 
share my opinions with the 
relevant people. 

Young person
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Children, young people and  
families living in poverty

‘You’re doing everything 
you can to get the bare 
minimum to survive. You 
need money but there is 
none. You need money 
but there is nowhere to 
get it, but some people 
have more than enough.’

Young person

“I have never seen things 
this bad. Parents are 
often reluctant to speak 
about how bad things are 
because they are ashamed, 
they cannot feed or clothe 
their children, or keep 
them warm. Only when 
we visit the home do we 
understand just how much 
they are struggling.”

Barnardo’s Cymru Practitioner

“I want to work to 
earn money. I don’t 
want to ask my 
parents every day, 
it’s not fair. I want to 
get a good job.” 

Young person

“Our heating was 
never on in the 
winter. Money just 
doesn’t cover it.” 

young person

“How can I go out 
and look for a job 
when I can’t afford 
a bus pass?” 

young person

“I’ve had parents say, 
‘I’ve fed the kids, I’ll 
eat tomorrow.” 

Barnardo’s Cymru 
practitioner

‘I can’t get 
through the 
month – there’s 
so much month 
left at the end of 
the money.’ 

Parent 
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�• �Universal implementation of the Bwndel Babi 
Scheme

We warmly welcome the steps that have been taken  
to rollout the Bwndel Babi Scheme in Wales, starting 
with those who need it most. The next Welsh 
Government should ensure that this is available to  
every new family in Wales as soon as possible.

• �Set out a roadmap, including timings, for rolling out 
free school meals to all secondary schools. 

The success of the universal offer of free school meals 
in primary schools has been enormous for thousands  
of families and sets Wales apart as a leader in the 
UK. It is time to recognise that children in secondary 
education are no less likely to be attending school 
hungry and struggling to learn as a result. Welsh 
Government should work with partners to take  
definitive steps to making this available to all  
secondary schools within the next Senedd term.

• �Give all children and young people free  
public transport 

During this parliament, Welsh Government should  
move towards providing free public transport for all 
children and young people in Wales. This will break 
down the financial barriers that young people face in 
accessing education, training, connection and so  
many other parts of their lives.

Accessing free public transport was one of the  
ideas most frequently raised by young people,  
who regularly told us that the cost of transport  
was holding them back. 

• �Adopt ambitious, transparent targets for ending 
poverty in Wales

The next Welsh Government should adopt ambitious, 
tangible targets for ending child poverty in Wales.  
Only with transparent measures and targets to aim  
for can progress be effectively monitored and success 
of investment ensured. This will also ensure that all 
government departments are effectively brought  
into the effort to tackle poverty.

Barnardo’s Cymru Cost of Living Fund

Barnardo’s has established a Child Poverty Fund to provide crisis support for struggling families. 
Between November 2024 and April 2025 161 applications were approved in Wales with an 
average value of £246. 41% of the funding went towards feeding families and 29.6% went towards 
providing access to suitable clothing e.g. warm coats for winter. Significant amounts were also 
spent on providing working appliances and furniture, as well as enhancing activities. The rest 
of the fund went towards providing warm spaces, increasing safety and providing access to 
education or training. 

The following example shows how this fund is being used in Wales: 

As part of a mental health intervention, and some ‘worry bag’ work with a therapist, a young child 
shared that her fears of the dark had been exacerbated recently. This was because her night light 
had recently broken and her Mother was unable to afford to replace or repair it for her. Barnardo’s 
staff were able to access funding to replace the night light on the same day and make a huge and 
immediate difference to the child. 
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“Children with 
autism or ADHD 
might have the same 
diagnosis or label, 
but every child is 
an individual. Their 
experiences are 
totally different, 
and we need to 
remember that.” 

Parent

“We need so much 
more than just the 
sticking plaster that’s 
offered. It’s like trying 
to fix a burst water 
pipe by holding it 
with your hand.” 

Barnardo’s Cymru Practitioner

“There is a lack of  
working together and  
it feels disjointed like 
it’s you and them,  
rather than working 
together – parents are 
not supported to make 
changes rather they 
receive critical and 
conflicting information 
between different 
mother and baby units.”

Barnardo’s Cymru Practitioner

Families needing support  
to give their children the 
best start in life

“Young carers are 
life savers for other 
children.” 

Parent 

“There’s a crisis in 
recruiting foster 
carers, I can’t call  
it anything other  
than that.” 

Barnardo’s Cymru Practitioner

“Instead of always 
funding crisis 
support, we need  
to invest in fixing  
the system that 
broke people.”

Barnardo’s Cymru Practitioner

“Thresholds are 
so high that it’s 
impossible to reach.” 

Barnardo’s Cymru Practitioner 

“We need to think 
outside the box and 
treat everyone as a 
person on their  
own merits.”

Young person

‘Baby & Me is only 
available in one  
area and this is  
really restrictive.’ 

Barnardo’s Cymru Practitioner 

In this section we focus on groups of children and families who need 
additional support to give their children the best start in life. This can 
include families where a child is on the edge of care, children with 
additional learning needs, young carers and other groups.
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• �Commit to a statutory right for children, young 
people and families to receive early intervention 
and prevention services from their local authority, 
designed to support families and, where possible, 
safely keep families together and children out of 
local authority care.

This should embed the Early Intervention and 
Prevention framework and definition, placing it on a 
statutory footing and making provision within local 
authorities to deliver on this.

We know that early intervention and prevention 
services can be transformative in families’ lives, and 
local authorities are doing everything they can to 
meet the needs of families. But due to stretched 
budgets and capacity struggles, ability to access 
these services when they are needed is patchy 
at best, without a uniform offer across Wales to 
guarantee that every family in Wales can benefit  
from the support they need. 

There should be a clear standard of support that 
every family in Wales is entitled to. The Early 
Intervention and Prevention Framework outlines what 
this should look like. We believe that the next Welsh 
Government should be bold enough to place this on a 
statutory footing, giving families a right to access the 
support they need, when they need it. This should 
include a commitment to fully funding local authorities 
to deliver this approach.

• �Adopt the recommendations of ‘If not now,  
when?’ by the Children, Young People and 
Education Committee 

After a huge engagement exercise with children 
and families in Wales, the committee recommended 
several measures that would be transformative for 
children’s social care. Many of these require  
further exploration so that they can be delivered  
on for families.

• �Guarantee ringfenced funding for an independent, 
well-resourced Reflect service to be maintained or 
reintroduced in every local authority in Wales 

Reflect was rolled out across Wales in 2018, following 
a successful pilot. This innovative programme has an 
evidenced impact on reducing the number of children 
coming into care, whilst supporting parents to recover 
from the trauma of permanently losing a child from 
their care and to start rebuilding their lives. Sadly, in 
recent years, the Reflect offer has retracted in several 
local authorities due to pressure on budgets, and this 
has led to a reduced offer to parents. The next Welsh 
Government must properly fund local authorities to 
offer Reflect as an independent, long-term service. 

Welsh Government should:
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