What do you think?

Children Reporting on Children’s Rights

1. Introduction

WDYT? is an international project initiated by UNICEF on the occasion of the 10th anniversary of the Convention on the Rights of the Child. It is an initiative to consolidate ongoing efforts and breathe further life into the Convention on the Rights of the Child, in particular, children's right to participation. WDYT? is a process, which aims to open avenues for participation, allowing children to directly express their views and for them to propose ways of improving respect for their rights and have them taken into account in the CRC reporting process.

WDYT? is situated at the interface between child participation and the supervision on the Convention on the Rights of the Child, more specifically the reporting process to the Committee on the Rights of the Child.

The project was launched in Belgium by the Belgian Committee for UNICEF with its main purpose to present the voice of children and young people to the United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child in Geneva. WDYT? gives children the opportunity to shout their views from the rooftops, to say what they think about the respect for their rights and put their wishes, ideas and proposals on the table. WDYT? collects all these ideas and proposals and passes them on to the Committee on the Rights of the Child.

2. Children's participation and reporting

2.1. Inspired BY THE CRC itself

The whole project is inspired by the CRC itself. Children's participation is one of the four guiding principles of the Convention on the Rights of the Child. Article 12 recognizes the child as an active subject of rights, and articulates the child's right to be involved in decision-making affecting him/her. This means that at all levels of society (family, school, community, national and international) and with regard to all aspects of a child's life, children's views and voices should be heard and taken into account.

The CRC reporting process presents an important opportunity for involvement of children. 

On the one hand, the reports submitted to the Committee on the Rights of the Child (the international body charged with monitoring the implementation of the CRC) should "contain sufficient information to provide the Committee with a comprehensive understanding of the implementation of the Convention in the country concerned". (art 44) 

On the other hand, the Committee may invite "competent bodies to provide expert advice on the implementation of the Convention…". (art 45)

Applying the principle of participation to the CRC itself (based on the combination of articles 12, 44, 45), it is necessary that children should be consulted and directly contribute to the reporting process, since they are most competent to talk about their own rights.

Children are an important resource in the CRC reporting process. Facilitating their participation can guarantee they are no longer reduced to objects of mere assessment. Children should be encouraged to become spokespeople of their own thoughts, experiences and feelings, and should have a voice in every aspect of the evaluation of their social position and respect for their rights.

WDYT? is a process, which intends to open avenues for participation, allowing children to directly express their views and have them taken into account in the CRC reporting process. Adults should play an important role as facilitators within the WDYT?-process. They must help to shape the groundwork, in order for children to fully enjoy their rights, including their participation rights.

The basic reason for children’s participation in the context of the WDYT?-project is that it is a human right. Since the emergence of the CRC, different world nations recognized that children have the right to express their views and to be involved in decision-making affecting them.

2.2.The reporting process

The Committee on the Rights of the Child is created by the Convention to guarantee the implementation of the Convention. Every five years, each signatory State of the Convention must provide the Committee with a report of the measures that were taken to ameliorate the situation of children in their country and to assure the respect of their rights. This is the official government report.

In the reporting process the Committee on the Rights of the Child can propose supplementary questions and call upon the advice of specialized organisations such as UNICEF and non-governmental organisations. In Belgium, non governmental organizations have created an alternative report on the implementation of the Convention.

Based on the government report that the Committee compares along with the alternative report from the non-governmental organisations and other sources, the Committee provides comments and formulates recommendations for the government on issues where progress needs to be achieved.

Although the reporting process is formally the duty of the government, we can not deny that the implementation and the supervision are the responsibility of each and every one of us.

The reporting process provides an important opportunity for the involvement of children. In the past the children themselves were rarely involved in this process. They were rarely consulted when evaluations were made on how their rights are respected. But for some years now, more and more countries are involving children in the reporting process in one way or another.

Considering the broad process of reporting, there are a number of moments and ways in which children can be involved. 

The reporting process to the Committee on the rights of the child has 5 main stages:

1. The government prepares the initial report and submits it to the Committee -The NGO's/other competent bodies submit information to the Committee (ex. in the form of an alternative report)

2. The Pre-sessional working group (private) - provides a forum for NGO's, UNICEF,… to give information to the Committee

3. The government responds to a "List of Issues", a list with questions from the Committee about the official government report 

4. Plenary session (public): discussing the official report with the government

5. Follow-up to the concluding observations - includes recommendations for action

Some possibilities can include children:

1) The preparation of a report

· children's views can be incorporated into the government report

· children's views can be incorporated into the NGO alternative report

· children can prepare their own "report" and submit it to the Committee

2) Pre-sessional working group

· Children can be present and react to what the government has written: additional information. Children have the right to know which information has been collected about them and their situation and have the right to formulate their considerations.

· Apart from the government’s report, children give their views and opinions about the respect of their rights in their country

3) Plenary Session : 

· Children can be present as observers and listen to what the government is telling to the experts of the Committee. 

· Children that have participated in the creation of the government report, can be part of the official governmental delegation.

4) Follow-up to the concluding observations - includes recommendations for action

· Children have to be informed about the concluding observations and can help to find ways to make the recommendations real…

UNICEF launched WDYT? in several countries with as aim to stimulate the participation of children in the reporting process in one way or another.

In Belgium children have made their own report for the Committee on the Rights of the Child (“That’s my opinion”, 2001) and have presented this report also themselves during the pre-session. Children were also present during the plenary session in the tribune as observer.

The Committee members have given their full support to the idea of children reporting on the respect for their rights. And they have warmly welcomed inputs from children and are stimulating to continue this process.

2.3. Children's participation as a process as such

It’s important to stress once again that the exercise of making the report is far more important than the report itself. It’s about a process where different actors are involved (governmental organisations, non-governmental organisations and children themselves) and where the reporting process can play a crucial role in stimulating the social dialogue on the rights of the child and the social position of the child.

We cannot doubt that children have important ideas and a big sense of responsibility. They have lots of qualities, they are full of energy and they can approach most situations objectively and critically because they are relatively independent from social institutions and interest groups.

The fact is however, that they often lack the stimulation, approval, appreciation etc. but also the appropriate framework to participate.  It's clear that we cannot change all these aspects at once. Participation is a process, a mutual learning process as well as for adults as for children.

It is important to keep in mind that every child will participate in his or her own way, which may be different from what adults expect. 

In the case of participation in the reporting process there is also the problem that not many adults nor children know the CRC. As many children and young people don't know about their rights, adults may in certain cases have to initiate and facilitate children's participation processes. 

Genuine participation doesn't mean that children are to be considered adults. 

Children and adults are of course different, just like men and women are different but equal (in value). Their contributions to their living environment should have equal value and should not only be judged on the basis of adult-determined criteria, but also on  the basis of children's criteria (= an equally important input).

WDYT? is meant to be integrated as much as possible into existing initiatives, activities and structures related to children's rights advocacy, children's participation and monitoring of the CRC in general.

2.4. Why UNICEF?

UNICEF played an important role in the advocacy for the adoption and afterwards the ratification of the CRC. 

The Committee can turn to UNICEF for additional information on the situation of children when evaluating the reports of the different countries. (art. 45)

The CRC also stipulates that UNICEF can be asked by the committee of a state party for technical support in the implementation process of the Convention and the recommendations of the Committee.

The CRC serves as the guideline for all activities of UNICEF.

· Convince governments to pay more attention to children’s interests in their policies (CRC in an important tool to advocate)

· Develop special programmes for children in special circumstances (children in armed conflict, …)

There is an evolution within UNICEF from responding to needs to all children in all situations were children are suffering from a lack of respect for their rights. UNICEF is more investing in advocacy for children’s rights in general and participation rights of children in particular. Of course this is also for and within UNICEF an ongoing process.

3. WDYT? in REALITY: Belgium as a case study

The project in Belgium is coordinated by the Belgian Committee for UNICEF but from the outset, a large number of partners were involved: non-governmental organisations, academics, government and, of course, children themselves.

From the beginning (1999), the Belgian Committee for UNICEF could also count on the moral support by the Royal Palace and the financial support of the government. 

Project Objectives

1. Stimulate the social dialogue on the rights of children and the social position of  children 

2. Raise awareness on children's rights and the need and importance of full​-fledged participation of children in the reporting process on the implementation of the CRC.

3. Assist children in expressing, conveying, and advocating their views on how their rights are respected, as a contribution to the CRC reporting process.

4. Enable the sharing and dissemination of experiences of child participation among children and adults. 

5. Develop and pilot creative tools and methodologies, which facilitate and contribute to enhanced child participation in reporting and monitoring.

6. Encourage national authorities to give due weight to the views expressed by children, in the context of their CRC reporting.

7. Encourage the Committee on the Rights of the Child to involve, directly and indirectly, children in its considerations and activities, and to give due weight to their views.

The most important methodological premises are that children themselves are the protagonists and the project should build on ongoing initiatives to promote and guarantee children’s participation.

In practice

In Belgium the supporting structure consists out of two steering committees.

One steering committee of adults (fieldworkers, representatives from the government
, non-governmental organisations, the media, child participation initiatives and organisations working with children), experienced people to keep the project on the move. They take a close look at the suggested proposals from the youngsters and keep an eye on the way things are going (Watchdog function).

One steering committee of 50 children and youngsters (French and Flemish speaking), with and without experience in children's participation, most of them between 13 and 18 years old. They had lots of propositions to work on the project. They also stressed the importance to work together with existing initiatives. 

“Perhaps we should start by introducing ourselves.  We are a group of around 50 children and young people.  The youngest of us is 9 years old, while the oldest is now 20.  Since the beginning of 1999, we have been meeting regularly in order to work on this report.  Together, we form the "What Do You Think?" project steering group, and we contribute to deciding where the project is going and how this report should look.

In those two years, we have already done a lot of work together.  We met in various locations for a day or a weekend.  We spent a weekend in Brussels, Antwerp, at the seaside, in Lokeren, etc.  In fact, we have been just about everywhere.  We also come from just about everywhere in Belgium.  Some of us speak Dutch, and some French, so it is not always easy to discuss things together.”

During the first year we worked with different working groups of adults and different working groups of children. Creating the framework for the project (structure, what, how,…), the promotional materials (logo, leaflet, website,…) and starting with the stocktaking were the main/principal tasks. The children were actively involved in all three activities, as well in the development of the material as in the selection of activities.

Together with the children it was decided that their participation in the reporting process would result in the creation of an alternative report from children, written by children, which would collect views, ideas and proposals from children about the respect for their rights in Belgium.

3.1. Annual public event

Striving for a genuine participation of children is a process that requires time. A process where everybody should be involved in. WDYT? can’t and doesn’t want to limit itself to the “convinced” ones. From this point of view we decided to organise a public event.

In the year 2000 we have chosen to organise together with lots of other organisations a March for Children and Youngsters in Brussels.

Through the March we wanted to make the public sensitive for the Rights of the Child and more particular for the right of children to participate in society.

We wanted adults to become conscious that children and youngsters can contribute in an active and meaningful way and that they want to participate in society.

On the one hand the March was an opportunity for children and youngsters to make known their ideas, experiences, expectations, proposals and the activities and actions they realised.  

On the other hand the March was an important moment in gathering information from children and youngsters themselves about different subjects. This information was put together in a report: the “package of wishes and ideas”. This information was used afterwards in the context of the reporting process from children and youngsters themselves to the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child.

For lots of organisations the March was the perfect framework to continue/give a follow-up to their actions and initiatives.

Children, youngsters and adults marched together for a dialog between children, youngsters, adults and authorities.

During the day, about 600 children and youngsters had the opportunity to make know their concerns to Ministers and members of Parliament. They had also the opportunity to explain and illustrated their projects and initiatives. About 3 pm the “the March” took off in the direction of the Royal Palace: about 2,000 children and youngsters expressed their concerns and interests in a playful and original way. They asked an enlargement of the right to participate.

The “package of wishes and ideas”: This document was used as first input for the report for the Committee of the Rights of the Child in Geneva.

The Children’s march was the first major event organised by WDYT? It is not possible for us to organise each year an event of the same scale, however we thought it was important to have each year an event were as much children as possible could participate and which would help to convince adults of the importance of letting children participate in society.

In 2001, 2002, 2003 and 2004 we have organised debates between children and politicians around 20th November. During these debates, a small group of children get the opportunity to express their views and to ask questions to the minister or parliamentarians. The purpose of these debates is to convince politicians that they not only have to develop a policy FOR children but also WITH children. They should stop talking about children, but start talking with children. The debates help to convince politicians that children have a lot to tell about the problems they or their peers are facing. And children can come up with very practical and efficient solutions.

Each year the debates are organised round certain subjects (chosen by the steering group of youngsters). Some of these subjects were: traffic problems, environmental questions, aids, disabled children, education, refugees, child traffic, participation, …

Children are invited through schools and organisations. Each school can send 5 delegates to a debate. The idea is that the children should make a preparation in group before the debate, so they can also bring with them the ideas and questions of their friends. And this helps us to let as much children as possible participate, directly or indirectly.

All the preparations for the debates and the report of each debate are used as input for the report of the children to the Committee on the Rights of the Child.

3.2. The reporting process to the Committee on the Rights of the Child

The main activity of WDYT? is however the participation of children in the reporting process. All the other activities we developed are in one way or another linked with this process. The information that results from the public events is used as input for the report from children to the Committee on the Rights of the Child.

Together with the steering group of youngster was decided that their participation in the reporting process would result in an alternative report from children about their ideas about the respect for their rights in Belgium.

Together with the youngsters we took a closer look at the structure imposed on the governmental organisations by the Committee on the Rights of the Child.  This structure was considered impractical for the reporting by the youngsters because it was seen as too distant from the young people’s and children’s day-to-day life.  Together with the youngsters we developed a new thematical structure that we used in the reporting process.  This thematical structure was used to collect as many information as possible from children about the different subjects in this thematical structure. Together with the children was decided that we wouldn’t question children about how they feel about the respect for their rights in Belgium (which is to theoretical for children to respond to). But instead we asked more general questions: what would you like to change in your environment, at school, in your family, … What do you like or dislike in your community?

To find out how things are going with children's rights in Belgium, WDYT? listened to children and young people.  Because nobody knows more about the situation of children and young people in a country than … those children and young people themselves.  Nobody knows better than children and young people how they feel about their neighbourhood, how they spend their time, what opportunities they do and don't have.

The report for the Committee consists of ideas, wishes, proposals and observations by children.  Children were asked in various ways to let us know what they thought about the respect for their rights in Belgium, what they consider to be important subjects, how they see Belgium, and what the role of children and young people is in Belgium.  All the topics that are dealt with in this report were therefore raised by the children and young people themselves.

So we didn't ask the children to react directly to the government report or to the recommendations by the Committee to the previous government report.  What we did do was to ask the children to react from their own social environment, and let us know what they thought about everything going on around them.  Only in this way could children and young people let us know what they really think.

Together with the children and young people of the steering group of WDYT?, we have processed all this information, all those ideas, wishes and proposals from children and young people into the final report.  Together with these children and young people, we examined how we could summarise all those wishes and ideas into a report of some 50 pages.

We are aware that this report is not representative of all children and young people.  There is no single opinion of "the" child. There is a tremendous difference between the wishes and ideas of someone aged 6 and someone aged 17.  Their social background also plays a role.  For some groups that normally have fewer opportunities to have their say, we made extra efforts to ensure that their voice could be heard in our report (for example, children in care, deaf children, and children of immigrants). 

So without having any pretentions that we now have a compilation that represents "the" opinion of "the" child, we are convinced that the report offers an excellent cross-section of what is going on with children and young people living in Belgium and their ideas about respect for their rights. 

So we are convinced that this report is an important source of information to look at the government report from a different angle.  And with regard to the policy level in Belgium, we are sure that this report is a source of information that can be exploited if the government wants to adopt a child-friendly policy. 

Together with the steering group of youngster we decided to make two different reports. One, based on the same structure as the government report, which was send to the Committee. And another for the general public. The reason for this is that the children and young people from the steering group itself chose a clearly-defined structure for the report which seemed them the most accessible for all readers, children and adults (i.e. a subdivision by topic, such as school, family, violence, town), whereas in the report which was send to the Committee, for pragmatic reasons, the same structure was adopted as in the government report.

The report was finished in November 2001 and send to the Committee. In February 2002 two girls from the steering group of youngsters went to the pre-sessional in Geneva to present their report. 

During the pre-session, they children got 15 minutes to present their report. Afterwards the ngo’s could present their alternative report. After the presentations, the experts asked questions to which the children could respond. Even if it was very formal, the children really got the opportunity to express their concerns. But the time was very limited. 

Luckily after the pre-session the experts invited the children for an informal meeting, during which they could explain a bit more the concerns and problems the children in Belgium are facing.

The main topics in the children’s report 

(extract from the report of children)

“First of all, there are a number of topics that run through our report like a guiding theme.  We call for more participation and information at all levels (in the local authority, at school, in the family, etc.) We consider that we should be informed more about everything going on around us.  We have the right to express our opinion and to take part in decisions about matters that affect us.  On the other hand, we also attach great importance to freedom of opinion and choice.  And we believe that the right to privacy is important, too.  At home, as well as at school, within the social services, etc.  Finally, the call for greater solidarity between children and adults also runs as a guiding theme through the whole report.  Adults must get to know our world better, and we must collaborate more in tackling problems.

What are the most important problems that we see?  What areas are most in need of attention? 

We want to grow up in a safe and decent environment.  Lack of road safety and pollution are two topics that are close to our hearts, and two problems that unfortunately are of enormous importance in Belgium.

We call for better quality of education and genuinely free education for all children in primary and secondary education.  When we are talking about the quality of education, we mean the way lessons are taught, the content of lessons, the lack of practical activities, training about society and democracy at school. We have the right to a good education.  At school, we want to be able to participate, and receive information about everything going on in the world around us.

Discrimination is also one of the major problems in Belgium today.  Many children, for example children of immigrants, children with disabilities and refugee children suffer discrimination. That is intolerable.  We have the right to be treated equally.  We want to live, study and grow up together so that we get to know and respect each other more. 

There must be more and better help for refugees.  Refugee children are entitled to be received in a dignified manner.

Child abuse and exploitation is, in our opinion, still a problem in Belgium.  We must be better informed about where we can turn in the event of problems and abuse.

On a world scale, we see a large number of problems that must be dealt with immediately.  We call for more attention to health care, education, poverty, abuse, child labour and devastating wars.  We call for greater international solidarity.  We often feel powerless to deal with many of the problems surrounding us.  We want to do something, but have the feeling that as children and young people, we have little impact in changing these problems on a global scale.  We call on the government and adults to spring into action, and jointly tackle these problems.

In our opinion, many of these problems could be solved if there was more solidarity and dialogue between children and adults, between children from various cultures and if there were more international solidarity.”

It is important to stress that the experts of the Committee took their time to listen to the children, that it was clear that they had read the report attentively. In the list of issues that was sent to the government after the pre-sessional, several questions that the children raised were present.

The two girls were also present as observers at the sessional, to listen what the government would tell to the Committee and how they would respond to the questions.

After the pre-sessional and the sessional, the two girls reported back to the other children of the steering group. Together with the whole group we took a look at the list of issues and the concluding observations. The children were happy to see that their participation had had an impact, that their main concerns were present in the concluding observations.

4. The next step  
In 2002 the first participation of children in the reporting process was finished. The question was: what next? Since the reporting process is a five year process and the next report only has to be finished in 2007, we decided not to restart the questioning of children on a large scale already in 2002, but to work each year round a limited number of subjects, chosen by the children themselves and taking into account the recommendations of the Committee of the Rights of the Child. We tried to identify those children that are facing major problems in Belgium and whose voices are not yet heard. We tried to focus on the most vulnerable children in our society.

For example in 2003 and 2004 we questioned refugee children. In 2005-2006 we are working with children with disabilities and children in hospital. 

Together with the children we developed actions in which they themselves could actively be involved. For example the refugee children visited other refugee-centres to question the children living there about the problems they are facing in Belgium.

For the different themes we worked closely together with organisations specialised in these subjects. And with the children themselves, of course.

At the end of the year debates were organised with politicians on the different subjects. A report of these debates is made which is send to all the relevant politicians in Belgium to make them aware of the problems children are facing.

The results of the collaboration with the specialised organisations, of the different actions of the questioning of children and of the debates, will be used as input for the next report of children for the Committee on the Rights of the Child.

� The government was involved from the very start to let them take part in the thinking process. This is important because they are directly involved in the policy-making and can implement the outputs or even help with the WDYT?-process. 
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