India Alliance for Child Rights (IACR)



India: 

INDIA’S CHILDREN EXPRESS THEIR VISION OF A NATION FIT FOR THEM   

SUMMARY REPORT of NGO review process and children’s participation in preparation for the 2006 Day of General Discussion on the theme “ Speak, Participate and Decide: the Child’s Right to be Heard.”

How do children measure their living reality – and what do they want to change in what they see around them? Can a child only tell his or her own story, or can he or she also think beyond personal experience? In seeking answers to any such questions, the core question arises: who is asking children? 

The India Alliance for Child Rights, a national coalition of NGOs, networks and concerned citizens working for child rights and CRC implementation in India since 2001, took up the theme set by the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child for the 2006 Day of General Discussion, and decided to explore it with children.

Implicit in the core issue of whether anyone is asking children to share their perceptions and ideas, is the question of where the spaces, and settings and opportunities lie, and how much of their existence and availability hinges on mindsets about what children can and should do. 

Children’s right to speak, participate and decide has always been tangled up in the interpretation of children’s best interests – and the still unresolved question of who should decide what they are. In the inter-generational dialogue experiment reported here, a conscious effort was made to avoid assuming that the very young do not know what is good for them.  

The Country Setting: 

Indian society and social interaction are visibly influenced by entrenched hierarchies of status based on age, gender, class and caste. Children traditionally do not have a say in either family or community decisions. They live within other limiting socio-cultural frames of perceived superiority or inferiority, but children also suffer the discrimination of being seen as too young to have opinions worth considering. Perhaps only those children who have been driven by circumstance into becoming labourers or living away from home or cut off from family ties are likely to be taking some decisions for themselves – and they may not be doing so out of choice.  

How can a child in India break the bonds of being seen but not heard ? NGOs working directly with children have a learning environment from which to derive insights. Some do fall into the trap of guiding children’s thinking towards their own agendas – but most offer children space to try out their thoughts and to learn to articulate them. A few ask children how to do it. It is important to note than even very small children can suggest how.

Can the State offer such space through imaginative service models? India’s new National Plan of Action for Children ( NPA-2005) adopted in August 2005 but not yet in operation, sets out 3 core goals and 7 key objectives for child participation, and lays down 19 strategies for achieving them. The goals are: 

· “To promote within the family, community, schools and institutions, as well as in judicial and administrative proceedings, respect for the views of all children, including the views of the most marginalized, especially girls, and facilitate their participation in all matters affecting them, in accordance to their age and maturity.

· “To make all children aware of their rights and provide them with opportunities to develop skills to form and express their views, build self-esteem, acquire knowledge, form aspirations, build competence in decision-making and communication, and gain confidence which will empower them to become actively involved in their own development and in all matters concerning and affecting them.

· “To empower all children as citizens by promoting their participation in decisions that affect their lives, the lives of their families and communities, and the larger society in which they live.” 

There are few mechanisms in place to make the strategies work or to reach the objectives in a reasonable time-frame. Even with national deadlines for some key measures set for 2010 and 2012, the Government of India has still not drawn up the operational guidelines and standards that could put the NPA into action. Existing schemes do not offer much of a setting. Many do not recognize a child as an individual or citizen, but tend more to regard children as junior, dependent members of family units, to be reached through their parents or household. 

The Government is now engaged in formulating a much wider national development plan for the coming five years. The eleventh in a series of 5-year national plans that reflect national policy trends and national funding commitments for each 5-year cycle, the emerging plan will begin in April 2007 and end in March 2012. It is not at all clear yet whether this multi-sectoral plan will absorb and carry either the thinking or the action pledges of the new NPA for Children. If it does not, children may be left on the margins of national investment for another five years. So far, they have received a very small share of national investment budgets, even though they comprise about 42 per cent of India’s people. They have certainly not been consulted in the finalization of the NPA meant for them. This is one reason why many NGOs are actively seeking to consult them now.  

Being heard in administrative and judicial settings: 

The two optional protocols to the CRC present two more settings where children’s right of expression and participation are particularly challenged. India has very recently accepted the protocols, but has not so far formulated a clear response to either one. The NPA promises to “protect all children from all forms of sexual abuse or exploitation, including pornography,” and speaks of setting up crisis intervention services. The Government plans to launch a national scheme for child protection; it will have the difficult task of making its provisions accessible to children of all kinds. What access to information, what options for choice, and what chance to confide does the child have? If in trouble or in distress, where, and to whom, can children speak out or call out for help? 

People working in service delivery systems, including those dealing with administration and law, are not well-oriented to be client-friendly. Child-friendliness is unusual.  

The Government has drawn attention to the national shortage of people professionally trained in counseling, and the lack of training institutions and courses. In both administrative and judicial settings, this shortage seriously limits prospects for children to be either heard or helped. 

Health or other welfare services customarily do not attend to children seeking care if they approach the service unaccompanied by an adult. In recent urban projects to promote birth registration or civil registration to children who were not registered in infancy, civil registration offices have turned away unaccompanied children quite old enough to request registration. 

In areas where communities and local authorities are alienated from each other, by conflict or other situations of hostility or mistrust, the fact of who a child is can determine whether or not he or she will be heard – and equally influence whether the child will have the confidence to seek to be heard. India’s emerging propositions for enhancing child participation do contain an NPA-2005 provision for ‘special measures to ensure that children in difficult circumstances, particularly in situations of conflict and natural disasters, have opportunities to have their views heard and considered in matters affecting them.’ A grim facet of marginalisation linked to caste or community identity is the social cost exacted from both children and their elders for daring to express themselves.      

Children as active participants in society:

India’s planners and administrators have tended to downplay participation as a far less important rights component than survival, development or protection, which are all seen as material ‘deliverables.’ 

Some of the programming for older children falls in the governmental portfolio for ‘youth.’ Much of the focus and content of programmes for ‘youth’ is on equipping young persons to “serve the nation.” Enabling and empowering of adolescents for human personhood and genuine citizenship is not as clearly addressed. Programming for girl children has so far enmeshed itself in a mistaken concept of a ‘life cycle approach’ which sees safe motherhood as the girl child’s only goal in life. Such perspectives can hardly encourage children to think, ask questions and seek answers, and express themselves or engage confidently in life around them.  

To date, India’s protective programming for children tends to be designed for children 

visibly in some kind of trouble. But what about the millions of children living everyday lives in everyday settings? Rich or poor, they are not all in trouble, or on the wrong side of the law. They are simply not consulted. Not at home, not in the wider community, not at school if they go to one. Even social development programmes for children do not have it in their design to listen to children.    

Seeking the Right to be Heard 
The 2005-2006 NGO initiative looked for children in these everyday settings who would try out whether they could exercise the rights set out in CRC Articles 12, 13 and 15. 

Contact meetings were organised through NGOs working directly with children. Among the questions put to the children and the NGOs were these: 

· What do children need to be happy, healthy and safe? 

· Do you think all children have what they need for this? 

· What is missing? Can you imagine why? 

· What are 5 good things in your life and surroundings? 

· What are 5 bad things? 

· What would you like to change? 

-     Can you list the 5 most important changes you want ? 

The children were offered various thematic and topical linkages: 

· Do you know our country has a national plan for children? What should be in it? 

· Do you know that our government is making a new national plan for the country, for 5 years of change and development? What should be in it for children? 

· Do you know that the UN Committee for the Rights of the Child will hold a special day to discuss your right to be heard: what do you want to say? 

· Do you know that around the world people are joining in the World Social Forum to think up ways to make the world a better place? What do you think would make the world better for children?  Do you think children could help to make the changes? 

· If you could send a letter to the Prime Minister about what to do for children, what would you write?  

Children who are taking part in these processes often ask if anyone will really pay any heed to what they are saying. But they are swift to explore the open space and discussion opportunities, and are honest and open in naming concerns and priorities. 

The adult’s question about the children is: how does peer interaction figure in the process of  making Articles 12, 13 and 15 work, and how do children of different ages handle it? First reading of the process under way suggests that the sub-teens (9 - 12 year olds ) are likely to be  relaxed in peer activity, and can get into group work with minimum orientation; older children have displayed more hang-ups, frequently about choosing who is to head or lead or moderate an activity. The current experiment is demonstrating that children do consult each other when asked open-ended ‘What do you think…’ questions.  

Speak, Participate and Decide!

Children as young as 4 and 5, and as old as 17-18 have taken part in the activities and experimental dialogue organized, and have demonstrate their ability to engage.  

 1. Reality Check of the MDGs: 

A first exercise was conducted with children of 4 Delhi schools: 20 middle-class teenagers studied the Millennium Development Goals, and then carried out fact-finding interviews in a number of under-served slum areas. Their mission: to find out what has changed in the past 10 years, and has it changed for the better? Who is still living on less than a dollar a day, and who is going hungry (Goal 1), who is going to school, and what kind of schooling are they getting (Goal 2), and is it true that more people are able to access safe drinking water and live in cleaner surroundings (Goal 7)? The children were shocked and angered by their findings: “No one should have to live like this,” they said. They prepared Reality Check Reports. In their survey sites, the MDGs were a distant dream. 

But whom could they tell what they had found out? They got a chance to address a UNICEF-Government review of child-elated programmes; they were blunt and truthful: “This is just not good enough for us,” A BBC documentary series on children in India featured the Reality Check fact-finders – and they spoke out once again. Some of the fact-finders said they would have liked it better if the children they had visited and interviewed could have come and spoken for themselves. Very clear in their understanding that they were speaking on behalf of the children and families they had seen, many of the children drew courage from the stark information they felt compelled to convey.   

The fact-finders’ parents have been a little dubious about all this activism, but seem proud of the way their children have handled their tasks. The children are all from educated middle-class families. The schools from which they came have not, to date, shown any interest in expanding this initiative. While every formal school devotes some lessons and school hours to ‘socially useful and productive work,’ the reality check idea has not been recognized as a relevant component. It is for NGOs to promote and demonstrate its potential on a larger scale.    

Will India’s planners, or UNICEF, or even the wider constituency of NGOs, take note of the way these few children have found out, analysed and reported on slum children’s realities? 

2. Slum children look at their own setting: 

NGOs are investing in efforts to work out possible models. About 400 children from a number of illegal urban settlements in India’s capital city of Delhi gathered in a series of consultations to express what they would include in a “dream Delhi.” What would be done with their ‘dream’ recommendations? The children agreed that they should be sent to the city government and then to the national planners; they asked for training in how to write to officials.   

a. The first exercise was to draw and colour pictures of their ‘dream’ Delhi. 

Children from the age of 4-5 years to 16-17 years took part in this exercise, They spoke out on all that they feel is missing, and then portrayed it – in over 300 drawings done jointly or alone. They kept discussing what they were portraying, throughout the sessions. 

b. Follow-up meetings were held in all the localities from which the children came, to spread the process to more children, and to share with the community. 

c. Over a four-month period, more children from other parts of the Delhi urban sprawl entered the process. In all, 14 meetings were held over the period. In every meeting, some of 100-Plus children, some of 30 or 40 at a time, some child has raised the question: “Do you really want to know what we think?” Adult NGO escorts were encouraged to let the children think things out and find their own way of raising their concerns. The children have done it themselves, every time. The lesson learnt is that CRC Article 12 implies facilitation but not interference!

d. A focus effort was developed to offer children the chance to be ‘young planners’ in the process. The initial invitation was to children aged 16-18 and even 18-20 year olds linked to the partner NGOs. But many children of the 10-14 age group came in, and proved themselves very capable of testing out methods and deciding how to handle the orientation and discussion activities.

Virtually all of these children are from communities living in unsafe, illegal settings where their parents and elders have no legal status before the law and the local authority. Their ability to think beyond their setting is impressive. But how far would they venture in a space  which was neither open nor friendly? 

e. The experiment has encouraged the children to seek answers to this question. In several sessions, children identified different kinds of authorities, ran a mock election campaign, elected leaders and set up a government and a bureaucracy. Then they studied how to mobilise and train their own spokespersons and negotiators. This has included discussing how to deal with bribery and corruption , red tape and paperwork. and plain official indifference. 

f. The Delhi pilot experiment has been followed by similar initiatives in the states of Gujarat (170 children), Tamil Nadu (90 children), Karnataka (74 children), and Manipur (40 children from 3 northeast states).Children examined rights, needs and wishes; obligations and options. In all, the children discussed present realities, as they see them, argued for changes and better standards of living, and set out their demands. In all, they wanted to know from the adult organizers whether this was a serious exercise in assessment and planning – or just a game.  

g. Over 500 children have now come into the Delhi experimental process, and they affirm their interest in staying in it. The children who came together in Gujarat, Tamil Nadu and Manipur have also asked for continuing opportunity.      

h. In discussion, the children voice concerns they have not depicted in their drawings: lack of safety, the dignity of girls, alcoholism in family and neighbourhood, fear of local toughs or of eviction, distress at violence in the home. They also protest at being stereotyped  as ‘lesser’ beings just because they are poor, or regarded as ‘outsiders’ if they are, ethnically different. Looking through children’s eyes: Putting facts and views on record:    

The ‘dream Delhi’ portrayal idea has been carried into the development of a ‘Photo Journey’ activity, asking children to identify and photograph good things and bad things in their settings and their lives. The Photo Journey pictures are to be the children’s tools in coming months, to mount displays in their home areas and to expand their fact-finding to adults in their communities, and to school-fellows. Low-cost box cameras are loaned to children’s groups assisted by local NGOs, and the children are encouraged to scout their chosen area and discuss what to portray as the 5 good things and 5 bad things. A second-stage exercise is to show the first crop of photos to others in the community – children, adults, old people, teachers – and expand their photo coverage to reflect other suggested good and bad things. If enough pictures are generated, a national exhibition is planned.     

The initial outreach experimentation has been mainly urban; next steps will move into rural settings as well. At each stage, it is evident that the adult NGO facilitators need to be non-directive, and to open doors for children to access information.   

Like NGOs, children have to move beyond token presence in a few conferences or hearings. Children are visible in public protests and rallies; it is hard to say if they have always chosen to join in, or fully comprehend what they are doing there.   

Building children’s access to policy forums and national planning :  

1. The national five-year development plan: Children’s recommendations are being forwarded to the Government of India, and included in working papers of the NGO recommendations process. Priorities identified in drawings have been tabulated and included in messages to the Government, and to NGOs. Feedback on the Government’s planning processes and the NGO recommendations process is regularly provided to the children’s groups. 

2. The India Social Forum (World Social Forum): The Alliance is working to inform and interest children in taking part in the India Social Forum, and encouraging children’s own initiatives to choose issues, plan activities and work to organize them. The Photo Journey venture is on offer as a way of exchanging insights from child to child in different parts of India. Children have suggested that it could also become a country-wide montage to bring to the India Social Forum as an expression of a child’s eye view of what the world is and what it could be. Children are starting to plan workshops, street plays and other activities to mark their participation. 

3. Talking about the right to be heard: Through July and August, the UN Committee’s 2006 day of discussion theme and the working group topics will be the agenda for children’s meetings and NGO workshops. The Alliance hopes that children who have joined the process will plan and lead these consultative activities. Outcome papers will go to the UN Committee as part of the 15th September package from India. After the day of General Discussion, feedback meetings and workshops will be held. Children who take part will decide how to carry the participatory dialogue to more children. 

4. Taking part in the CRC review: Meaningful interaction and communication for this review and reporting will challenge NGOs to make information clear without over-simplifying it. Children who engage in fact-finding improve their capacity to evaluate and report. The Alliance will work to offer interested children skills training to develop their own CRC ‘audit’ report for 2002-2008. 

5. Taking part in the WffC review: A similar initiative has begun to ‘audit’ how well the World fit for Children commitments have been addressed since they were adopted in 2002. 

6. Keeping track: The Alliance will facilitate an NGO initiative to develop a child-to-child networking to encourage children to suggest, discuss and select child-impact indicators for national action.    

Offered the chance to become fact-finders and social auditors on rights and development, children contribute as responsible citizens. NGOs can help to evolve workable models, and test them out. 

    5 things to do: 

1. Make systems of governance and government personnel answerable for the degree to which they offer children access, respect and attention. Design, plan and introduce practical measures to inform children and invite their interest in key services that affect them. 

2. Train / re-train all government functionaries and service-providers to interact respectfully and attentively with children. Children’s views can help to design training packages.

3. Plan and provide age-specifically for the self-expression and participation potential of children of every age group, including even the youngest, and take special steps to respect children of deprived groups. 

4. The next CRC review of any state-party must examine how children are helped to take part in processes and decisions affecting their lives. Country reports must say if, and how, children were consulted. Children should have the chance to produce their own audit. 

5. Thoroughly review the standards and practices of institutions where children are in custody or residence, and institute mechanisms to give children their say. 

                                                          _______
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