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Health
Development of charity-run centre for children with additional
needs at risk as Government withholds funding

Kildare National Child Development Centre project stalls as IIP programme closes
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Karen Leigh: ‘'Sensational Kids itself already has more than 2,000 children waiting to avail of therapies at this new facility’

Shauna Bowers

Tue Nov 19 2024 - 06:00
OO0 XPO

The development of a new charity-run centre to help children with additional needs is at risk after the
Department of Justice announced it was withholding agreed funds for the project.

Sensational Kids, a charity that seeks to make therapy services accessible and affordable for children
with additional needs, received approval for funding of €9.6 million to develop a new National Child
Development Centre in Co Kildare through the Immigrant Investor Programme (IIP).
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However the programme, which was run through the Department of Justice, was closed with one day’s
notice in February 2023, with the Government stating that previously approved projects would be
unaffected.

On October 16th last, officials within the IIP told Sensational Kids it was not releasing the remaining 50
per cent of funding committed to the scheme - €4.8 million - due to a €4 million shortfall for the total
cost of the project. This additional funding is needed for the “fit out” of the facility once construction has
been completed, the charity said.
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Karen Leigh, chief executive and founder of Sensational Kids, said the financial deficit has arisen as they
were told they were not permitted to update the costings of the project due to the closure of the IIP.

“The €4 million shortfall was a combination of things. Approval for funding was based on pre-planning
drawings; the concrete levy added to the cost, and then inflation too. Just the different things that add to
the costs,” she said.

ADVERTISEMENT

However, Ms Leigh said the charity was in “discussions” with the HSE to bridge the funding gap. “We were
confident we would be able to deliver it,” she said.
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As a result of the ITP withholding 50 per cent of funding, the contractor left the site in mid-October and it

has remained closed since. However, Ms Leigh said there are costs to maintain the site, as well as
remobilisation costs that will be incurred if or when construction resumes.

“The situation is particularly frustrating given there are thousands of children with additional needs
from all around the country in desperate need of high-quality therapy and assessments,” Ms Leigh said.
“Sensational Kids itself already has more than 2,000 children waiting to avail of therapies at this new
facility.”

[ Like many two-year-olds, my nephew hates socks and loves blueberries. He'’s also unlike other little boys |

Asked if the charity was considering legal action against the Department, Ms Leigh said they were “not
ruling anything out”.

“But we are hoping the funds will be released. We want to work with Government on this.”

The National Child Development Centre is a 17,000 sq ft building that seeks to support 300 children per
week and provide 13,000 therapy sessions a year. It was due to reach substantial completion in April, with
a further six months to be “fit out” before it opened to children at the end of 2025.

Key features of the completed project include 11 therapy rooms, four sensory motor therapy gyms, a
sensory room, therapeutic kitchen, training rooms, and sensory gardens, among others.

The Department of Justice did not respond to a request for comment by the time of publication.

The IIP opened residency in the State to non-Europeans with “at least €2 million” in personal wealth who
were in return required to invest €1 million in an Irish business or to make a big philanthropic donation.

In recent years serious concerns were expressed about immigrant investment programmes generally by
the European Commission, Council of Europe and OECD in a number of studies in relation to border
security, money laundering, tax evasion and circumvention of EU law.
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