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1st Child Focused Civil Society Forum on and around the African Committee of Experts on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACERWC), 17-19 April 2009, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia 

Introduction 

The Civil Society Forum, convened in connection to the 13th Session of the ACERWC, is the first attempt by CSOs to collectively come together with the objective of supporting and complementing the work of Committee. Although arranged with short notice, the Forum gathered over 60 participants from all over Africa, showing the deep commitment among civil society to enhance the collaboration with the ACERWC for advancing the rights of the African children. Present at the meeting was also the chairperson of the ACERWC, Mme Seynabo Diakhate, as well as committee member Agnes Kabeeré Ouattara, and the secretary of the ACERWC, Mme Mariama Cissé. Their participation offered a unique opportunity for interaction between civil society and the Committee, and led to the mutual commitment of increased cooperation for the enhancement of children’s rights in Africa. 

Apart from being an arena for civil society to exchange experiences and learn from each other, the Forum aimed to enable the formulation of concrete recommendations to be taken forward to the ACERWC during their coming session. In addition, one part of the meeting was dedicated especially to giving input into the 2010-2014 Strategic Plan/Plan of Action of the ACERWC, by request from the Committee itself. 

Day 1 

The 1st Civil Society Forum was opened in the spirit of collaboration, with welcome speeches emphasizing the importance of the cooperation among African civil society, of which this Forum was seen as a prime example. The first day of the Civil Society Forum contained a number of key presentations that aimed to set the context for the further discussions. Mme Mariama Cissé, Secretary to the African Committee of Experts, gave an introduction to the history of the African Union and presented the legal instrument of the African Union that impact children. This enabled the participants to get an overview over the African legal framework in which the advancement of children’s rights can be made. A following presentation by Plan International and Save the Children outlined the ways in which civil society can interact with the ACERWC. The organisations have prepared a guide “Advancing Children’s Rights” which they hope will be instrumental to support the further engagement of civil society with the Committee. The presentation outlined the main role of civil society in relation to the committee – to provide information that the states may not have access to, or may not want to include in their report and to lobby for ratification and implementation of the African Charter. By the end of the first day the civil society representatives present split into groups to share experiences of and develop recommendations on a number of issues in relation to the ACERWC - communications, alternative reporting and rules of procedure. The recommendations deriving from the three days of the meeting will be collected by a drafting committee and convened into a communication that is to be presented to the ACERWC during their session the coming week. 

Day 2

The second day started with the presentations of the recommendations developed during the previous day. A lively group discussion contributed with many important amendments and adjustments which were taken on by the drafting committee. During day two Mme Diakhaté, chairperson of ACERWC and Agnes Kabeeré Ouattra, member of the ACERWC participated to describe the current Strategic Plan of the Committee and the priorities for the coming years. The presence of the ACERWC members was an important opportunity for the participants of the Forum to raise questions and issues for discussions with the Committee. Many queries and comments where brought up by the floor, which clearly showed the interest from the present organisations to interact with the Committee. The Forum then worked on reviewing the current strategic plan of the Committee and proposing amendments and improvements to be included in the coming plan. In addition, the organisations in the Forum came up with a number of suggestions on how they themselves could support the committee in implementing the strategic plan. 

The day contained a number of other important presentations and discussions, on topics such as NGO laws in Ethiopia and elsewhere, activities in relation to the Day of African Child and the AU Summit in July. The Forum worked in groups to develop strategies for action and prepare recommendations to the Committee on these issues. 

Day 3 

During day three Hannah Forster, Executive Director, Africa Centre for Democracy and Human Rights Studies (ACDHRS) shared the experience of ACDHRS of organising a NGO Forum before the sessions of the African Committee on People’s and Human’s Rights. The NGO Forum for the ACPHR have been organised for several years, and it was clear that the current Civil Society Forum could learn extensively from their activities. After the presentation the civil society organisations present discussed the future of the current Forum. The Forum was officially endorsed and an organising committee for the next forum was chosen. By the end of the day the drafting committees presented the proposed communiqué and the input into the strategic plan of the ACERWC, which was developed from the discussion during the previous days, for input from the floor. The final version of the communication and the input to the strategic plan will be presented to the ACERWC on the first day of its 13ths session the 20th of April. 

Outcome of the 1st Civil Society Forum on and around ACERWC

The participants of the Forum clearly agreed that the key outcome of the Forum was the development of recommendations to the Committee. This is the first time that the civil society had worked in a structured way to collect and forward their thoughts and suggestions on the work of the Committee. The Forum had also been granted a slot in the Agenda of the Committee session to present these recommendations, in it self a major achievement. The recommendations, which were presented to the ACERWC during the 13th session, consider a number of different issues, including how to improve the procedures for the communication mechanism, the need of increased and improved flow of information between the Committee and the civil society and the urgency of increased ratification of the charter. The participants also agreed on a set of recommendations on how the ACERWC can develop their strategic plan for 2010-2014 and in what way civil society can support the Committee. Apart from the recommendations, the formal endorsement of the Civil Society Forum on and around the ACERWC by the participating organisations was an important accomplishment. The Forum will now continue to be a structure for enhancing the work on supporting and complementing the Committee. 


The CSO Forum at 13th Session of the African Committee on the Rights and Welfare of the Child

At the 13th Session of the ACERWC the members of the CSO Forum presented the result of the three day meeting; their recommendations to the ACERWC, their input into the strategic plan and the ways in which they themselves are committing to contribute to these processes. The Forum in itself was also introduced to the Committee as formally endorsed by the civil society. 

The CSO statement was introduced by stressing the existing relationship between the civil society and the Committee, and the important role civil society has to play in the work of the Committee. “We can provide information and also work in partnership with the Committee in wider efforts to promote and protect children’s rights in Africa”, stated Mr Remember Miamingi from the African Wide Movement for Children (AWMC). Ms Sheila Keetharuth from the Institute for Human Rights and Development in Africa (IHRDA) then presented the recommendations to the Committee, which also included recommendations to state parties. Some key recommendations were:

For the ACERWC to

· Use all available channels and means, including promotional missions, to ensure that the African Children’s Charter reaches full ratification status in line with the African Union Heads of State and Government’s Report for complete ratification by December 2008;

On the issue of Reporting Procedure

· Put in place mechanisms to improve the flow of information between the ACERWC and NGOs/CSOs by periodically circulating information on State Party Reports and communications,  among others, through the Committee’s own regularly updated webpage and through partners’ websites;

On the issue of Communications (Article 44 ACRWC):

· Develop a template or a form that any person, group or NGO/CSO  planning to forward a communication to the ACERWC can use for that purpose;

· Amend its guidelines for the consideration of Communications to include a timeframe of six weeks for the ACERWC to acknowledge receipt of a Communication, to make a decision on admissibility within six months from the date of receipt, and finally to give its decision on the merits of the Communication within one year from the date of admissibility to ensure that victims are not left without redress;

The input to the strategic plan, and the ways in which civil society will contribute was presented by Mr Miamingi (AWMC). The recommendations regarding the Plan of Action included:

1. In order to strengthen the work of the ACERWC, the CSO Forum recommends that the ACERWC puts in place a mechanism for reviewing and reflection of its Plans of Action to facilitate learning and input into subsequent plans.

2. As a matter of urgency, the CSO Forum recommends that the ACERWC reviews the 2005-2009 Plan of Action. 

The Civil Society itself committed to a number of activities in relation to the objectives of the Plan of Action, for example:

· Intensify advocacy work with states parties that have not ratified to the ACRWC.

· Regularly organize the CSO forum on and around the ACERWC to further strengthen collaboration between CSO and the ACERWC

· Establish a liaison unit/secretariat for a better information flow and collaboration between the ACERWC and CSOs. 

· Contribute to an annual review and reflection mechanism for the ACERWC.

· Contribute to a review of the ACERWC 2005-2009 Plan of Action and to the planning process for the ACERWC 2010 – 2014 Plan of Action.

The Committee and the Commissioner thanked for the contribution from the CSOs. The Commissioner of Social Affaires, Ms Bience Gawanas, said that “We at the Department … need to gather as many stakeholders as possible, such as the civil society. You the civil society are the true pulse, you know what is going on at the grass root level. Your recommendations are at large accepted even if some will need to be further discussed.” Committee member Agnes Kaboree Ouedragou commented that the recommendations were “… very pertinent. When it comes to issues of advocacy for children’s rights and the ratification of the charter we and the civil society should compliment each other. The idea to strengthen the capacity of the Committee is very good, as well as the idea to create a liaison unit.” 

The Forum was organised by a group of child rights organizations including The African Child Policy Forum (ACPF); The Africa - Wide Movement for Children; African Network for the Prevention and Protection Against Child Abuse and Neglect (ANPPCAN); Plan International; and Save the Children Alliance in collaboration with the African Committee of Experts on the Rights and Welfare of the Child.








