SUBMISSION FROM THE PARTICIPATION UNIT, SAVE THE CHILDREN IN WALES(
RE: UN COMMITTEE ON THE RIGHTS OF THE CHILD

DAY OF GENERAL DISCUSSION 2006: THE CHILD’S RIGHT TO BE HEARD

CHILDREN AS ACTIVE PARTICIPANTS IN WELSH SOCIETY

Introduction to Submission

The Welsh Assembly Government has made a commitment to promote and support children’s participation through formally adopting the United Nation’s Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and to implementing children’s right to participate as stated in Article 12.  The Welsh Assembly Government states in BetterWales.com that:

 “Every young person in Wales has the right to be consulted, to participate in decision making, to be heard on all matters that concern them or have an impact on their lives.” ( 

This submission represents a Welsh case study for the Day of General Discussion on The Child’s Right to be Heard.  It draws on current examples of Welsh legislation, policy and effective structures to directly address the six questions on children’s participation outlined in Children as Active Participants in Society.  

A Welsh case study on children’s participation is of significant international value.  Not only is there a strong partnership between government and NGO’s championing children’s participation in Wales, but there are also substantial pieces of work being piloted and pioneered in Wales that have been relatively under-developed elsewhere.  In particular, our work on assessing the impact of children’s participation and building a strong evidence base for this in Wales is an example of such pioneering work (see overleaf).

Based on this submission, suggestions are made in Appendix 1, as requested, to contribute to the recommendations adopted by the UN Committee after the Day of General Discussion.

Question One: Children as Active Participants and their Assessment

Children’s active participation in Welsh society has been facilitated through legislation, policy and effective structures at both national and local levels.  

ACTIVE PARTICIPANTS

Legislation

· The Children Act 1989 and Children Act 2004 place a duty on courts and local authorities to take children’s views into account when decisions are made that affect them. 

· Section 2.8 in the draft guidance on the Children Act 2004 states that children should have an opportunity to have their voices heard on the Framework Partnerships.  These are the mechanisms for implementing the policy strategy for children in Wales3.

· The Adoption and Children Act 2002 includes provision for the separate representation of children in family proceedings. 

Policy

The Welsh Assembly Government has demonstrated its commitment to participation in a number of key policy documents on children:

· Extending Entitlement: this policy document outlines the Welsh Assembly Government’s strategy for supporting children. It sets out 10 entitlements for young people and includes young people’s entitlement or right to participate.4
· Children and Young People: A Framework for Partnership: this policy document outlines a new approach by the Welsh Assembly to the planning and delivery of services for children through local multi-agency ‘frameworks.’ 5
· Children and Young People: Rights into Action: this policy document outlines the commitment of the Welsh Assembly Government to implementing the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. 6
· Making the Connections: this policy document outlines the Welsh Assembly Government’s vision of bringing service users, including children, ‘into the process of devising those services alongside the provider and the professional.’ 7
Effective Structures

Effective structures, mechanisms and opportunities have been put in place for children’s active participation in decision-making in Wales:

· The Minister for Education and Life Long Learning and Skills, supported by the Youth and Adult Learning Opportunities Division, has the Lead Responsibility for developing children’s participation.
· The Welsh Assembly Government has established a Participation Project  to promote and develop children’s participation in policy and practice within the Welsh Assembly Government and other public bodies.  The Project is training children in audit, procurement, recruitment, policy development and drafting child friendly documents so that they may be further involved in the work of the Government.
· A Children and Young People’s Participation Consortium for Wales, made up of national statutory and voluntary organizations, has been established to reflect and promote the diversity and range of children’s participation in Wales.  This Consortium provides a national strategic steer to the development of children’s participation. 8
· A Participation Unit has been set up to support the work of the Consortium.  The Unit has a co-ordinating and enabling role in terms of children’s participation and is taking forward work nationally on mapping participation, establishing standards of participation, impact assessment of participation, standards in participation training and participation in education.
· Funky Dragon, the Children and Young People’s Assembly for Wales, provides a national mechanism for children to engage with the Welsh Assembly Government. It has representation from children from every local authority in Wales, mostly through established youth forums, and from special interest groups including children in care, children with disabilities, young carers, and Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) children. Funky Dragon is working to identify appropriate mechanisms for the involvement of younger children and now has a remit to include representation from school councils in every local authority area.

More broadly, a Wales-wide participation mapping study recently undertaken by the Welsh Assembly Government, the Children and Young People’s Participation Consortium for Wales and Save the Children highlights that local authorities, youth forums, Framework Partnerships, national and local children’s organisations and government divisions are all developing children’s participation.  However, they are all at very different stages requiring different levels of support and resources. 

The report identifies key requirements to ensure that participation develops further including: support for cultural change by decision makers and organisations; staff training and staff capacity building; financial resources; child friendly documents; dissemination of good practice; and synergy across government policy initiatives.    

ASSESSMENT 

Policy

There have been opportunities for children’s assessment of participation in

Welsh Assembly Government policy and service delivery:

· The evaluation of the Welsh Assembly Government policy Extending Entitlement identifies the challenge in implementing the policy commitment to participation. In evaluating their access to their entitlements, children ranked the opportunity to be asked what they think and want as the lowest of the 10 entitlements. 9 

· The Welsh Assembly Government has involved children in developing the National Service Framework (NSF) for Children, Young People and Maternity Services in Wales  which establishes standards for health, social care, education, housing and leisure. A child friendly version of the draft NSF was developed to assist children to assess provision and to give their views.10
· The Welsh Assembly Government is currently undertaking a Review of Safeguards for Vulnerable Children and is including evidence from children re: their assessment of such safeguards. 11
Structures 

The children’s participation agenda in Wales has been informed by children’s assessment of their participation through certain participatory structures:

· Funky Dragon piloted an international children’s assessment tool with Save the Children in 2005.  The tool – called the ‘Spider Tool’- had been piloted in countries such as Afghanistan, Zimbabwe, Nicaragua and Mozambique, but this was its first UK-based pilot.  Based on a set of ‘key quality elements’ the aim of the Spider Tool is to enable children to evaluate how child-led their organisations are and the extent of their participation within them.  The pilot with Funky Dragon enabled the organisation to assess its strengths and weaknesses and to action plan for the coming year. 12  
· The Wales-wide mapping participation study, mentioned above, included questionnaires on participation to children in local authority youth forums.  Nearly all youth forums responded:  although 85% felt that they had had an input into services and policies in their local areas, only 16% felt that they were listened to a lot. 13
· Mapping Participation Workshops have also been run by the Participation Unit with groups of children across Wales. Feedback from the workshops showed that children felt they still faced many barriers to active participation.  They also fed back on how they thought active participation should be encouraged.
Question Two: From Consultation to Full and Active Participation

Overall, a key message from the Wales-wide mapping participation report was that children are consulted but that the agenda remains set by adults and organisations.  

Having said this, there are strong examples of full and active participation in Wales:

· Turn on the Rights and Young People Say are two partnership projects based at Save the Children in Wales.  With adult support, both enable children to participate in a lead role as Trainers and Consultants, delivering participation and broader rights training to adults in duty-bearing organisations.  

· Funky Dragon, the Children and Young People’s Assembly for Wales, recently employed a team of young people whose remit was to draw in children from special interest groups and provide them with support networks.   

· In two local authority areas in Wales – Neath Port Talbot and Gwynedd – children have a role as inspectors of services and are trained to assess organisations and service providers on how child-friendly they are.

· The Girl Guide and Brownie movement in Wales champions self-governance and decision-making for children through the mechanism of the ‘pow wow’ where everyone, from the newest recruit to the most experienced leader is encouraged to participate on an equal level.

· Youth forum workers across Wales have jointly signed up to a ‘participation protocol’.  Through the protocol, organisations and individuals wanting to consult with children in the forums are required to make a commitment to true participation rather than tokenism, i.e. provide feedback, adequate information, acknowledgement of children’s input etc.

Children must be respected as valuable members of communities and active citizens.  The challenge is to move away from seeing participation as one-off consulting with children and young people on matters which interest government or organisations to real and ongoing participation and engagement where children are involved in setting the agenda.  

Question Three: Mechanisms Fostering Participation

Within Wales, there is a strong emphasis on valuing the diversity and breadth of children’s participation.  The Participation Consortium, consisting of over 30 national bodies and organisations in different sectors, is a strong example of this.   

This is also evident in the approach in Wales to developing and supporting participation within school and community settings. Here, not only the more standard or formal structures are supported – for example school councils and youth forums – but also a wide range of opportunities and avenues for children’s participation.  

Schools

The Welsh Assembly Government’s document Pupil Involvement in Decisions that affect them and the Establishment of School Councils in Primary, Secondary and Special Schools outlines the expectation that all schools in Wales will be required to have a school council by September 2006. 14 

Broader than school councils as a mechanism for participation, however, is the Consortium’s agenda in Wales for a whole-school approach to participation.  This could include:

· Pupil involvement in school inspections

· Advocacy and support for children to express their views and complaints in school

· Aspects of participation taught within the school curriculum

· Raising awareness of rights and entitlements with pupils and adults in school

A number of avenues are already being explored, for example, the Children’s Commissioner’s Office for Wales runs a programme of Children’s Ambassadors in primary schools, where children raise awareness of children’s rights and the Commissioner’s role.  Estyn, Her Majesty’s Inspectorate for Education and Training in Wales, has been asked by the Welsh Assembly Government to map children’s participation in four local authority areas.

Community

All local authorities in Wales have a mechanism for involving children in decision-making at a county level and most have established youth forums.  Youth forums draw representatives from statutory and voluntary sectors and from special interest groups in their areas and act as a conduit for these children’s views to the national level via two representatives to the Children and Young People’s Assembly for Wales.
The implementation of the Welsh Assembly Government’s initiative to regenerate Wales’ poorest communities - Communities First - has not focused strongly enough on children’s active engagement as partners in local developments.   Save the Children in Wales has recently completed a Hear to Help project on involving children in community regeneration.   After a pilot project in South Wales, a CD Rom full of information, training, advice and tools on participation in regeneration has been circulated throughout Wales to Community First areas and their partnership boards15.

Question Four: Evaluation of Children’s Participation

Impact Assessment

There is a recognised need in Wales to demonstrate the benefits of participation for children and communities in order to encourage an increased commitment by all government sectors and organisations.  

The Participation Unit and the Participation Consortium for Wales are committed to the evaluation of the effectiveness of children’s participation and are developing an impact assessment tool that can be used by both children and adults together to evaluate the benefits of participation.   

This impact assessment tool enables us to explore the results / outcomes / benefits of the participation of children and young people and to assess what has changed as a result of their involvement – what difference has it made?  It provides us with a set of statements, in different core impact areas (impact on the organisation, impact on adult / child relationships, impact on children) against which organisations can provide evidence to assess what has changed and to what extent this is the result of the participation of children.  
The tool being developed is based on research done for a long-term international study on the impacts of children’s participation but is also developed so that it can ‘read across’ to any impact assessment or evaluation work on participation within Wales. 16  

The impact assessment tool has had an initial phase of piloting and, after further development, will undergo a second piloting phase during which a more substantial bank of evidence on the impact of participation in Wales will be compiled.  Current work on the tool includes amendments to the tool and the guidance, exploring variations to / flexibility of the tool and developing systems for evidence collection and compilation.

Although much has been written on the process of participation, the results and impacts of participation are relatively under-researched.  This piece of work should therefore ultimately make a substantial contribution to the information and evidence available on evaluating the effectiveness of participation.

UNCRC Monitoring

One of the key objectives of the UNCRC monitoring group is to ensure that children become partners in the process of UNCRC monitoring and reporting and UNCRC implementation.  The UNCRC Monitoring Group in Wales have set up a sub-group to examine the best way of including children’s views in the alternative report and giving consideration to how non-governmental agencies can include collecting children’s experiences of their rights as part of their ongoing work plans.  Also Funky Dragon will lead on the preparation of a Children and young people’s Report and have set up a children’s steering group, elected from their membership, to begin to plan this. 

Question Five: Creating an Enabling Environment

There is a commitment to a national strategic, co-ordinated approach to developing children’s participation within Wales.  As mentioned above, this commitment is evident in legislation, policy and structures.   Other elements of this national strategic approach are helping to promote a culture and environment more conducive to children’s participation in Wales:

· Under the direction of the Consortium, a shared understanding of children’s participation has been developed. A definition has been adopted, developed through a national competition involving young people: 
“Participation means that it is my right to be involved in making decisions, planning and reviewing an action that might affect me. Having a voice, having a choice.”17
· The Participation Consortium and the Participation Unit are working with the Welsh Assembly Government to develop national standards for children’s participation.  Draft standards have been consulted upon with agencies and young people and evidence gathering and assessment against the standards is being explored.
· The Participation Consortium and the Participation Unit have worked together to map participation training available in Wales, to develop core training competencies on participation and to make training available to build the capacity of adults to enable children’s participation. 
However, there is increasing concern at how the media demonises young people in Wales as negative forces in communities.Young people are predominantly portrayed as responsible for anti-social behaviour and their positive contribution to communities is most often overlooked.

Question Six: Legal Status and Recognition

Funky Dragon provides a national mechanism for children and young people to engage with the Welsh Assembly Government. Funky Dragon was the first organisation in the UK to have trustees under 18 years old, permitted by the Charity Commission in May 2004.  This matter has then since caused great debate in the UK Parliament where a change in the law was requested by a number of children’s organisations, proposing an amendment to the Charities Bill to allow under 18s to become trustees of unincorporated as well as incorporated charities.  Their argument was based in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and the 2002 concluding observations for the UK from the UN Committee.  Funky Dragon provided them with a case study of where it had been sanctioned as appropriate for children under 18 to be trustees. 18
Funky Dragon is a key child and young people led organisation working to promote the participation of children and young people at a national level. Its success should encourage all duty bearers to support the development of more child-led initiatives, especially those involving marginalised and excluded groups. 

Concluding Remarks on Submission

There is a commitment to a national, strategic and co-ordinated approach to developing the full and active participation of children in Welsh society. A key challenge is to foster the widespread cultural change that this requires, move forward from one-off consultations to the mainstreaming of children’s participation in Wales.

As this submission demonstrates, a Welsh case study has much to contribute to a discussion at the international level on children’s participation.  Effective national and local structures have been established to develop opportunities for children’s participation and there is a range and diversity of ways within which children are being involved in decision-making.  Wales is also taking a lead on developing the tools to measure the impacts and benefits of children’s participation. We are also, however, very much aware of the barriers to the effective implementation of Article 12 in Wales and to embedding children’s active participation in policy and practice.  This is a matter on which we would welcome opportunity for discussion at an international level.

Contacts

Written by:  Anna Skeels, Participation Unit Manager for Wales, Save the Children a.skeels@savethechildren.org.uk (June 2006)
Eleri Thomas, Chair of Participation Consortium for Wales, Save the Children e.thomas2@savethechildren.org.uk
APPENDIX ONE: SUGGESTIONS FOR RECOMMENDATIONS TO BE ADOPTED BY THE UN COMMITTEE ON THE RIGHTS OF THE CHILD

The following suggestions are based on the submission from Wales and related to the themes of the Day of General Discussion on the Right of the Child to be Heard, in particular Children as Active Participants in Society:

· That there is a cultural shift at all levels and in all organizations, enabling the mainstreaming of the child’s right to participate and be heard. This means both an understanding and awareness but also the active translation of this into policy and practice.

· That there must be a full understanding of and commitment to the active process of children’s participation rather than isolated instances of consultation.

· That there must be a breadth and diversity of opportunities for all children to participate which are inclusive and not restricted to formal participatory structures or limited to a certain age group.

· That there is an urgent need to assess the impact and benefits of children’s participation and to build an evidence base that support and enables the mainstreaming of this participation within society.

· That there is an increasing need for children to participate in judicial and administrative proceedings and, where appropriate, children to be given legal status or recognition, for example as trustees.
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