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  E-Discussion Series

Child Rights-based programming

1) Introduction

Equalinrights holds online discussions on different topics with practitioners around the world. These discussions are open to freely express any kind of comments; they don’t necessarily reflect equalinrights’ point of view or position. The purpose of the discussions is to offer an opportunity to practitioners in the field to share and learn about their experiences and views related to human rights issues.

One such discussion was held for a 12 day period, from 16 May – 28 May 2008, on strategies for effective integration of a (child) “human rights-based approach” (HRBA) in NGOs. The discussion was expertly facilitated by Wout Visser (War Child) through a new methodology trialed, given difficulties of finding a common time for participants to come together virtually, running the programme over 12 days, in three rounds for input.

Discussants shared their experiences and lessons learnt. They also sought to identify preconditions for success and offer suggestions for other colleagues to get on board and influence their organisational culture. In the first round, participants discussed challenges and lessons learnt from their perspectives for:  

 (a)   Organisational approaches and culture & capacities; 

 (b)   Programme development; and

 (c)   Involvement of and accountability to children.

This was discussed in the context of the benchmarking framework set out in the background reading.
  The brief was purposefully left quite broad to enable participants space to interpret and introduce issues and experiences most relevant to them under each of the broad heading and to direct the discussion to their challenges. 

Discussions were channeled in the second round to issues of prioritising rights, and child participation and accountability to children. Finally, Wout directed participants to action and follow-up steps in the last round on accountability to children. 

Five persons participated in this e-discussion (for background information, see annex 1):

1. Ababacar Diop (examples of practice from Senegal) 

2. Anita Mathews  (examples of practice from India)

3. Jumanah Zabaneh – (examples of practice from the Middle East and North Africa)

4. Annabel Trapp (examples of practice from Palestine)

5. Sara Signofi

This report is founded on the summaries by Wout Visser after the first two rounds and transcript of contributions by the participants throughout the discussion. 

2) Round One

a) Organisational approaches and culture & capacities 

Participants here focused on the critical influence of the context in which organisations must operate in determining how they approach child rights, investigating effective methods for implementing a human rights based approach (HRBA) and the process sequence for an organisation’s internal and external changes in integrating a HRBA. They all highlighted the importance of capacity building within the organisation to support change processes.

Similar suggestions emerged concerning the variety of approaches organisations adopt to implement HRBAs, based on the INTRAC background resource, with general consensus that  internal consideration of how organisations frame their child rights philosophy critically depends on the context in which the organisation is operating. Anita described the child rights work environment in the Goa state in India, giving the example of inclusion of migrant children in school education and treatment with respect against child abuse, as well as labour and sexual exploitation in the form of paedophilia brought in by the rise of tourism. A lot of awareness has been built up by NGO’s on issues of rehabilitation, trafficking and inclusive education. However, the child is yet to be regarded in the Indian social context as one with rights. Advocacy and awareness is an ongoing process for all those who work in child rights and it takes up a lot of time especially for those who work in the field leaving little time to attend to child participation which often ends up being very tokenistic.  Further, Anita continued, often the work depends mainly on funds with programmes discontinuing and pulling out support to children nullifying much work, time and energy. Anita recommends having permanent centres to train in child rights. According to her child participation and monitoring and evaluation with child led indicators must be attached to Panchayats (local governance councils) and should be overseen by the state commission regularly to have a one window system to assess impact of all programmes fairly and on this basis distribute resources and funds gainfully to realise child rights, also taking into account the children’s view and not what we want as adults alone.


Annabel was recently working with child rights monitoring, reporting and advocacy, and 
programme design and evaluation, in a child rights NGO in Palestine. Within that NGO, at 
first there was a rather centralised approach to integrating a HRBA, which perhaps fits the 
patriarchal nature of Palestinian society. Organisational attitude and behaviour didn't reflect 
a common approach to Child Rights Programming (CRP), however, some of

the theory and practice behind CRP was built into the organisation.  Improvement of the 
transparency of the management system, greater ethos of communication and a clearer 
more constructive resolution of internal conflicts would need attention before a larger scale 
change can be made. Further, in the Palestinian context  considerable weight is placed on 
NGO’s to carry out work on behalf of an under-developed governing body (Palestinian 
authority) and an uninterested occupying power (Israel), resulting in a heavy work load. The 
urgent and grave situation on the ground coupled with the responsibility of knowing that if 
one would not capture what was happening, it was likely that nobody else would, meant that 
the organisation’s approach was often ambitious. In this example monitoring went well, but 
sometimes strategic advocacy and long-term developments in programming became lesser 
priorities. Resource constraints and the situation on the ground made operations very 
difficult. The significance of these factors, reports Annabel, cannot be understated. 

In relation to Annabel’s outline, Anita suggests that in order to be a child rights organisation it must be mandatory to fit the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child into the work culture. It should form the basis to make legal implementation in the best interest of the child first and foremost. The immediate requirements and the long term so-called stakeholders have to probably make out the CRP accordingly. According to her, the questions posed need plenty of careful thinking and discussions to reach the relation between theory and practice based on ground realities.

Jumanah brought in her experiences from work in the Arab world. According to her, introducing CRP in an organisation should be coupled with building systems that go beyond capacity building and training. In the MENA (Middle-East and North Africa) region most NGO’s she worked with managed to raise awareness among their staff members and even develop internal systems for reporting cases of organisational abuse and violence. The problem was in answering: To which government body do we refer cases of children who need legal support? This was similar for work in armed conflict situations. Community based child protection systems find themselves paralysed when faced with a case that needed legal recourse and authorities’ intervention. For example, in one of the reflection meetings with Lebanon NGO’s around these issues, participants decided to assign one NGO (usually specialised in domestic violence) as a referral body for cases who needed legal follow up until a durable solution is found. How much can an NGO do in CRP without support systems from the main duty bearers?

So in the end, the primary consideration may well be to ask critically:  What could be an effective way of implementing a rights-based approach? As Wout said, this may sound like a very obvious statement, but in the contexts in which some of us are operating strategic considerations of the kind needed to effectively implement a different approach to programming are often not made. During the discussion Annabel suggested that organisational structures need attention before a larger scale change, especially one effecting internal staffing attitudes and behaviours.  Through the facilitator’s own experience he is inclined to give preference to building broad based constituency first and then, slowly but surely, see an organisation moving towards change. A question remained then regarding sequencing of processes: 

Do we first focus on policy development and implementation and then formally induce all staff in the new approach or do we rather build momentum informally, to create broad support for the adoption of more rights oriented staffing policies and procedures?

b) Child rights  programming

The second theme discussed aspects of CRP within organisations and where to start with changes towards the development of child rights programming.


In Palestine,  Annabel often experienced programmes developing independently from each other. There was a degree of centralised control over this, but strategies effecting the whole organisation were rarely communicated. Operational issues pose significant challenges and faced with such constraints, the question can be asked if a more holistic CRP approach would help or hinder operations. Another aspect is the energy and resources required by CRP and the implication that this might have on child rights programmes that are currently working well. This concern extends to relationships with partners too. What if it is currently a very productive relationship, but may have to terminate perhaps in favour of a weaker relationship with an organisation that has a better child rights approach?

According to Jumanah it is extremely difficult to talk about CRP in the Middle East, for example, where discourses on human rights have always been coupled with wars and invasions. For lay people a child rights speech is a western one: another finger pointed by the West on the cultural practices of non-western people. People become sceptical when they hear the terms, putting child rights work (and sometimes also the people executing the work) at risk.

The issue of prioritising interventions was also raised by participants: How much can an NGO do if there are no systems to refer to?  Do these systems have to be set up first to be 'child rights based'? Or do we just start without them?  They questioned: As a rights-based organisation, do you have to do it all? If so: how? If not: how do you secure other rights to be covered as well?

c) Involvement of and accountability to children

Regarding child participation and accountability to children, participants felt that there is generally a low level of genuine participation in advocacy work. On the other hand, it there also remained scepticism about the idea of involving children in all stages of programming at all times. 

Jumanah discussed that by involving children in decision making they might be losing something from their childhood, providing examples of children from Sudan and Yemen who participated in organisational decision-making and had developed into “mini political leaders”. From Annabel’s experience in Palestine usually children are not involved in monitoring and advocacy. In her work on monitoring child fatalities, on a daily basis they were investigating the impact of Israeli incursions into the West Bank, and most often Gaza, resulting in children being killed. Children were involved in giving testimonies about incidents that they had witnessed or experienced, but child participation was not encouraged beyond that. Daily exposure to harrowing images and accounts of exactly how a child has been killed were not considered appropriate. So there are also possible downsides to extensive child participation: "At what point does child participation become detrimental to the child? 

Related to accountability, Annabel reported that they referred to children as beneficiaries in their planning and evaluation for all programmes, but they were not able to go as far as referring to children as stakeholders. According to her children should be stakeholders, but which children exactly? And can a child choose not to be a stakeholder? From one side programmes and activities should extend to all children within the mandate; on the other hand maybe it should be about empowering children to claim their rights and giving them the right to choose either way.

To what extent should children be participating to hold ourselves accountable to them? Are there other ways to uphold this principle of accountability? And if we decide to involve children after all, what are the kind of considerations we should bear in mind?

3) Round Two

Further questions were drawn then from discussions in Round one for further exploration. These were:

· What are your thoughts regarding the issue of prioritising rights? As a human rights- based organisation, do you have to do it all? If so: how? If not: how do you secure other rights to be covered as well?

· What are your further thoughts regarding this issue of child participation? To what extent should children be participating to hold ourselves accountable to them? Are there other ways to uphold this principle of accountability? And if we decide to involve children after all, what are the kind of considerations we should bear in mind?

Important learning points from this round concerned the need to build critical CRP constituency within an organisation, to strategically prioritise rights for effective CRP and to secure meaningful child participation and accountability.

a) Prioritising rights for effective child rights programming

Participants stressed the importance of not being top-heavy when introducing the CRP concept. "Organisational ownership" is crucial to overcome fragmented results, a critical reminder was put forward here that "being ineffective makes no difference". A proposal was made to set clear benchmarks for assessing the effectiveness of planning, monitoring and evaluation of child rights interventions on a kind of CRP scale.

According to Annabel it is important to prioritise constituency first and then slowly work towards organisational change, which is particularly important for CRP which places such emphasis on working with a clear mandate and vision through every aspect of the organisation’s work. For CRP to operate effectively, it is important that there is institutional ownership, with staff having clear understanding of what CRP is about, shared commitment to it and the capacity to work with it. Within this, Annabel felt that it is important to prioritise rights accordingly. It is possible to achieve more if you are strategic about your approach and know what your limitations are (as an organisation and the situation) and from that determine what you can do well. If you can’t cover all violations, then it is an excellent opportunity to network with organisations and share the load. Action without systematic changes leads nowhere in the long run. Isn’t change in policy or practice the goal of advocacy in CRP? Working with other organisations may significantly increase the potential to bring about some long-term change.

Anita advanced that human rights are often seen as just a legal mandate and not as something we are entitled to as sentient beings including all life on earth. We remain irresponsible when we deny or violate rights and this fact is tough to understand in any system leading to so many interpretations and questions of rights itself. With CRP it becomes much more difficult as we are talking of children and the meaning of child participation. It is important that individuals dealing with CRP are aware of human rights in their own lives, including attitudes to children. Then it should be targeted at carrying out the programme and plan how to involve children. Planning CRP with all those who will be participating, followed by monitoring and evaluation to measure any difference. A small change is already much to celebrate especially when it comes to organisations who claim to be child rights organisations but are not certain what it entails. That makes it questionable how far CRP is feasible and can cause much demotivation.

b) Child participation and accountability to children  

As mentioned by Anita, culturally the best interest of children maybe thought of differently and how far a child can or should participate in decision-making for itself remains inconclusive. It is helpful to have the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) as the basis to make policy and get those who deal with children to start to think of what is expected to provide an enabling environment to get children involved, age appropriately, to recognise the meaning of rights and the responsibilities that come with them, as well as the denial and exploitation of rights. Children might form their own “gangs” and plan to outdo those who create rules without participation and consultation. Monitoring, evaluation and accountability with children remains very fledging. There are reports of a few NGO’s who are focused on capacity building with children to take on responsibility roles which could be interpreted as losing childhood hence one has to discuss what is the way we see childhood in today’s world view and value system.

Ababacar argued that in Africa in general and in Senegal in particular, the right to education for children is not entirely taken charge of by the state. The work of the organisation he works, The Senegalese Association for Human Rights, is based on the assumption of responsibility towards the rights to education in early childhood. Therefore they are for example active in construction of bush schools in participation with the local population. This enabled them to involve the population in their responsibility of the children’s right to education. Further, they organise meetings to sensitise the people with respect the rights of children, which is important for the local development. 

  

4) Round Three

Wout narrowed discussion for this round to the following questions on accountability: 

· What practical suggestions do you have towards the introduction of mechanisms to increase accountability to children?

· What approaches have been taken to secure this key benchmark in adopting a rights based approach to programming? How do we realise the challenge to hold ourselves and others to account? And more; not only upwards to our donor agencies or funders, but -critically- also to those who we are aiming to serve?

Participants here debated the different levels of participation and the need to seriously consider participation of children at every step, with awareness of implications: it should not be a default either. Annabel raised some interesting questions: What happens when guiding principles of the CRC collide? What happens when child participation acts against their best interests? Who is to say it’s against their best interest? Should children make that decision? An essential issue is how to ensure the child remains in the centre. The need to be aware of the cultural context was also stressed here, as well as the universal elements of CRP. From another angle, the sensitivity of cultivating a sense of accountability in duty-bearers and measuring that was discussed, as was the need to further break down the various aspects of accountability. 

Annabel opined that organisations should have a shared and common understanding of what accountability means to them, and how they will implement it. This requires debate within the organisation including with primary beneficiaries (children). Anita supported this. Annabel continued that the organisation should also formalise how it involves children. It is important that the participation process is voluntary and makes realistic goals. It might be helpful to go right back to the beginning and ask, as an organisation, why involve children? Having reached some kind of organisational agreement on these factors, it would be constructive to create a set of standards or benchmarks specific to the organisation to ensure that interventions are broadly implemented in a uniform fashion. 

Anita emphasised the need first and foremost to put the child in the centre. Accountability can often remain needs-based where children are concerned, as caregivers like those who run orphanages / children’s homes are afraid they might loose their jobs if the child gets into problems. They then tend to forget about the crucial emotional and psychological part of every child, seeing it from their own perspective and not the child’s perspective or what would benefit the child most. We need to examine what we do to children at young, vulnerable ages and how we think to cover accountability in a rights-based context which has specific principles. It is important to define accountability better. In the recent UN study on violence against children the themes have been divided into specific areas where children face violence. We have to understand why we remain unaccountable to children as we apply power structures. 

She continued that we have to deliberate the many aspects on measuring accountability which have remained untouched or not widely shared so far when it comes to those who deal with children and also what children feel about adults being accountable to them. For example, the majority of teachers are against children assessing their teaching methods as they felt threatened and felt that children would then lose ‘respect’ of them as teachers. It is authority versus accountability in many instances so we do tread sensitive territory to reach the correct conclusions on how to make accountability the crucial factor when we speak of effective CRP.

Ababacar noted that in different cultural settings there are different approaches towards responsibility related to the rights of a child. For example, in Senegal the education of the child often becomes confused with work. Instead of going to school, a child might be initiated into a profession and such is called child labour in the west, while in Africa it is seen as initiation. Therefore, it is important to take notice of the fact that child rights are not perceived the same everywhere.  Concerning accountability, he said that it is important to be aware of cultural contexts. Annabel agreed about the importance of being aware of cultural contexts, but advocated that there are some key things about being accountable to children that are universal; primarily including them, also in every aspect of the programme cycle, and seeking their views in matters related to them. However, one should be careful with this being the default, giving careful consideration each time to what you are involving children in. 

She shared here her experience in Palestine, when monitoring there, of a tricky paradox concerning child participation and confidentiality. Children themselves (and often their families if it involved a child fatality) usually insisted that their names were used in any reports that included testimonies and statements that they had given in relation to violations that they had incurred. They were also keen that pictures were used. By their own admission this was an act of resistance against the perpetrators. The implications of publicising their details could be extremely detrimental. The children were aware of this, and the possible implications, but they still wanted to be represented in this way. The organisation's staff disagreed, acknolwedging that it was definitely not in the best interests of the child. Anita felt this was indeed a case in point, noting that in a volatile situation it is crucial that we who take or have to take decisions on behalf of a child assess the best interests. However, it is always a good idea, she said, to take the child into confidence since very often they are completely in the dark about what is being done on their behalf and can be manipulated by those they trust, yet it may be detrimental to their well being to react. She reaffirmed that taking the child into confidence has to be managed age appropriately and needs the help of child psychologists and those who know how children react to given situations depending on their age, background and childhood as well as developmental experiences.

Anita concluded the discussion by expressing that she looks forward to more discussions and to have a meeting if possible to reach an understanding on how to make child rights a reality taking as central factors accountability and child participation. 

Annex 1

Participants

2. Ababacar Diop (Senegal) baba_kone@yahoo.fr
I reside in Dakar, in Senegal. I am a jurist of formation. I am a President of an association of Senegalese rights which is activated in particular in the defense of the humans right, Community development etc. I militate in many networks at the international level.

 

3. Anita Mathews  anitamat@gmail.com 

Interested in women and child rights. Consultant& Facilitator to capacity build those who work with women and children on human rights based approach. She drew up the plan which led to the formulation of the Goa Children's Act 2003 based on the UNCRC which set up the Goa State commission for children and the children's court first of its kind in the state and India.

3. Sara Signofi – europeanchildrenetwork@skynet.be 

Graduated in International Relations and in Human Rights Law, four years of experience in the field of Human rights at the international level. Now working with the European Children's network

4. Annabel Trapp – annabel.trapp@gmail.com 

Annabel has four years of experience of working with children in armed conflict. She recently worked for a child rights NGO in Palestine where she was involved in child rights monitoring, reporting and advocacy, and programme design and evaluation. She now works as a consultant specializing in child rights programming. 

 

5. Jumanah Zabaneh - jumanahzabaneh@gmail.com 

Jumanah is a child rights specialist and the Regional Program Manager for Education and Emergencies within Save the Children Sweden Regional office for the Middle East and North Africa. Part of her duties include working with refugee children across the region to provide refugee children from Somalia, Palestine and Iraq with access to quality education and protection from violence, abuse, neglect and exploitation. In addition Jumanah is an International Advisor with the Child-to-Child Trust involved in a global project that aims to increase child readiness for school. The project is in partnership with UNICEF-NY and relies on children as active contributors to the Education for All (EFA) and the Millennium Development Goals (MDG).

  

Facilitator
Wout Visser -  wout@warchild.nl
 

Working with War Child Holland for 4,5 years now; 3 years HQ based, 1,5 in the field – mainly northern Uganda. Currently employed as Child Rights and Advocacy advisor. Main tasks include: development of policies, provide child rights advocacy and M&E trainings, develop advocacy campaigns. Educational background Masters in International Relations (Minor in International Law), several certificates in Humanitarian Assistance issues (RedR/Security management, INTRAC/Advocacy, PSO/International Humanitarian Law).  In two weeks time, he  hosts an  international event for War Child staff to discuss ways forward for the organization with regard to child rights programming and advocacy. In preparation of this event he hosted a DGroup on Child rights programming and advocacy for War Child staff.
�	 Lansdown, “Benchmarking progress in adopting and implementing child rights programming,” International Save the Children Alliance, March 2005 � HYPERLINK "http://www.crin.org/docs/resources/publications/hrbap/CRP_benchmark_study.pdf"��http://www.crin.org/docs/resources/publications/hrbap/CRP_benchmark_study.pdf�.  Second resource also background reading Harris-Curtis, Marleyn &Bakewell, “The Implications for Northern NGOs of adopting rights-based approaches” (INTRAC Occasional Papers Series No: 41, November 2005 � HYPERLINK "http://www.intrac.org/docs/OPS 41.pdf" \n _blank��http://www.intrac.org/docs/OPS%2041.pdf�.
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