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concerning:

The Participation of Children and Young People in National and International Conferences and Meetings

Preface

In Germany, Europe and around the world, conferences and meetings, which contain an element of participation by children and young people, are evermore frequent. This not only makes specific demands on the children and young people but also on the conception, design, execution and evaluation of the conferences and meetings concerned.

The guidelines and benchmarks that follow are suggestions designed at contributing to the further qualified development of both national and international practice.

I. Participation: The Basis for Shaping a Democratic Society

Public awareness of the subject of participation has noticeably increased in recent years. There are a number of different lines of development that can be cited:


· Accelerated social change has caused lasting changes to the human condition. Proven reference points have become fuzzy. Traditions have lost their once unquestioned acceptance. A re-orientation has become necessary for each and every one of us. A change in society’s direction is being called for on the one hand and active participation in all areas of life on the other. This can be best achieved in a society where differentiated opportunities to participate exist, which in turn assist in influencing fundamental decision-making processes and ensure access to a society’s resources. Participation forms the basis for self-determining lifestyles.


· Social modernisation is accompanied by growing criticism of the practice of representative democracy and its players. Democratisation of all areas of society is being called for, starting with the personal environment. The aim is for citizens to significantly shape political decisions by means of their individual competencies. These can be developed in the manifold forms of participation. Present, but as yet unutilised, potential for shaping the future of both society and the state can be unlocked by active participation.


· Effective concepts of pedagogical and social work place interaction with those directly affected by the changes described above at the centre of discussion. These individuals contribute significantly to the success of these concepts by means of their everyday approach, their individual aptitude in living their lives and, as “co-producers”, actively participating in organising and shaping them. They are the best-qualified experts.


· The Children’s Rights Convention of the United Nations has lent support to these developments for children and young people in the form of international legislation. Participation is the most direct expression of their legally established status as independent personalities in their own right. The ratifying member states uphold the right of the child, which is able to form its own opinion, to freely express that opinion in all matters that concern it. The ratifying states also commit themselves to take the opinion of the child into appropriate consideration according to that child’s age and maturity (Article 12). This gives a binding characteristic to the creation of a “culture of growing up”.

Against this background, the legal status of children and young people has been gradually embellished. To cite but a few examples:

· The basic principle of participation by children and young people in the choice and design of child and youth assistance schemes in Germany was established during a major reform of the Youth Assistance Law in 1990. Thus, “children and young persons are to be involved in all decisions taken by public youth assistance authorities that affect them in accordance with their stage of development.” (Art. 8, Par. 1 SGB VIII(=8th Book of the Social Security Code)) and “due attention is to be paid to” their “increasing ability and growing need (…) to act as independent and responsible individuals together with specific social and cultural requirements and characteristics (Art. 9 Para. 2 SGB VIII), in particular at the planing stage (Art. 36 Para. 1 SGB VIII). If comparable schemes are being offered by private youth assistance organisations, then those schemes, which “are better orientated towards the interests of those concerned and insure their influence on the scheme’s design” (Art. 74 Para. 4 SGB VIII), are preferable in terms of resource allocation. Young people are also to be included in assessing the demand for youth assistance schemes (Art. 80 Para. 1 No. 2 SGB VIII);


· A number of federal states have led the way by including specific provisions for the participation of children and young people in their local municipal code;


· In 1992, the United Nation Conference on Environment and Development agreed upon the Agenda 21 Plan of Action. Chapter 25 of the Agenda calls upon the signatory states for young people from all parts of the world to be included in decision-making processes at those levels that are relevant for them because this affects their lives today and will influence their futures.

Many practical examples of participation reflect the fact that the greatest effect of children’s and young persons’ participating occurs in their immediate social surroundings. However, the existing participation rights also include participation in regional, national and international affairs. With this in mind, children and young people from Germany have in recent years been increasingly invited in take part in national, European and international conferences and meetings both as representatives and experts in their own right. The practice of participation has nonetheless been hitherto found very much wanting in many areas. This is due to the following:

· Hardly any concepts are available that take the age of the children or young people participating into account;

· Time and financial resources for preparation, support and evaluation are insufficient;

· The input made by the children and young people is not adequately reflected in reported results;

· The participation of children and young people is often in danger of being perceived as being mere tokenism;

· Especially at the national level, participation is often only promoted as a short-term “one off” event;

· The relevant selection of children and young people is often done randomly;

· The results gained from the participation of children and young people fail to be fed back into existing structures, meaning that the experience of individual children and young people is lost.

It is for these reasons that the Child and Youth Welfare Association and the National Coalition for the Implementation of Children’s Rights in Germany have formulated the following preliminary guidelines and benchmarks as qualitative requirements for the participation of children and young people in national and international conferences and meetings.

II
Guidelines for the Effective Participation of Young People in National and International Conferences and Meetings

The relatively abstract nature of working methods at national and international levels make is necessary to differentiate between different forms of participation in terms of their appropriateness:

· Consultative Participation

Children and young people are brought in as their own experts in order to contribute to the improvement legislation, political strategies or international agreements.

Characteristics:

· Adults implement the process

· Adults manage the process

· Children and young people are listened to and usually receive the opportunity to meet each other, to gain proficiency and self-confidence and to meaningfully contribute to the conference or meeting’s results

· Children and young people have no control over the results.

· Democratic Participation

Children and young people participate with the aim of experiencing democratic processes and having the opportunity to apply democratic principles and to be involved in the development of concepts and political strategies that affect them.

Characteristics:

· Adults implement the process

· There is collaboration with children and young people

· The voting process at the conference or meeting mirrors the democratic process in society

· Children and young people can influence both conference aims and design

· Children and young people can question the results, even if they cannot vote directly.

· Direct Participation

Children and young people participate directly in political decision-making processes. They have the chance to define and implement their own aims and initiatives.

Characteristics:

· The position of children and young people is included in political decision making processes.

· The voting process serves democratic legitimisation.

· Adults play a supporting role in the background.

· Children and young people control processes and results.

On the basis of these broader categories, the following general guidelines have been developed for national and international conferences and meetings:

· In national and international practice, conceptual elements tend to overlap one another. It is therefore all the more important, in reference to the differing aims, methods and general contextual conditions of the various concepts, that concepts be clearly defined and adjusted to fit specific requirements.

· Approaches to participation and implementation strategies must be made visible and transparent for children and young people.

· Children and young people must be included from the very beginning in preparation of the conference and given the opportunity to put forward their own ideas, which ultimately has a positive effect on their identifying with the subject matter.

· An evaluation with the children and young people must insure that participation is seen as having been purposeful.

III
Benchmarks for effective participation of young people in national and international conferences and meetings

· The participation of children and young people must take place on a voluntary basis.

· The aims of a conference, the planned participation and the form of participation must be clearly and understandably formulated so that children and young people have the chance to input their abilities into the proceedings and ensure a accurate measurement of the results.

· The role allocation between the children and adults and the different functions and competencies concerning participation and decision-making abilities must be comprehensible.

· The process of selection and invitation must be transparent and the aim of the participation model adjusted accordingly. Democratic and direct participation must have a sufficient degree of legitimacy. This requirement is particularly salient when children and young people are to represent a group, region or their country.

· Children and young people must be allowed to participate without regard for their ethnic or social background.

· It is essential that existing structures in which children and young people are already organised be included in the process of selection; as is the development of new structures to allow children and young people who are not already in some form of organisation to be included.

· Conference and meeting timetables and agendas as well as the relevant political decision-making processes must be clearly and coherently designed for children and young people.

· Conferences and meetings must address topics that are important to children and young people.

· It is important to apply methods that are suitable for children and young people and take into account age, gender and culturally specific requirements.

· Children and young people must be informed in a language which is understandable for them about all the events, projects and measures that affect them. They must also be included in the creating and distributing stages of the documentation process. Wherever necessary, personal, financial and organisational resources must be invested in allowing the children and young people to form their opinions in their own social environment or setting.

· The results of the consultative process and decisions resulting from the participation of children and young people must be given adequate coverage in the conference report.

· The degree of institutionalisation at the planing and implementation stages should be kept to a minimum. This will ensure commitment, calculability and continuity as well as making sure that the motivation and creativity of the children are not marginalised.

· The participation process must be managed professionally. Children and young people should also be able to gain skills as a result of participating. This should help to ensure the success of the participation process. Adults play an important role in communicating and, if necessary, interpreting adult participation and decision-making processes. They must also be able to translate complex subject matters and processes into a language easily accessible for children. This is where visualisation of complicated problems is to be recommended.

· The results of the participation process should be made public. Children and young people should also be included in the public relation work and adequately prepared for contact with the media.

· Equally, children should be involved in an evaluation of the conference and the assessment of the results.

With regard to previous practice, these guidelines and benchmarks are to be seen as a minimum set of requirements. They are based on a comprehensive assessment and analysis by UNICEF of results from the participation of children and young people in international conferences. They have also been contributed to by the experience of the National Coalition in preparing, implementing and evaluating the participation of children in the Special Session of the United Nations from March 2001 to June 2002.

Having achieved a basis for working with the participation of children and young people, it will be necessary to collect further information and experiences in order to ensure that the guidelines and benchmarks can be gradually improved. A last, important aspect of all participation processes in national and international conferences and meetings must therefore be that the documentation of results be competed with the aim of improving quality.

Berlin/Kassel, den 25./26. June 2002.

Executive Committee of the Child and Youth Welfare Association
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