A Summary of ‘Networking for Children’s Rights: a guide for NGOs’

By the NGO Group for the Convention of the Rights of the Child

This summary was written by Mayya Assaad for the Child Rights Information Network (CRIN)

INTRODUCTION

NGOs have an important role to play in contributing to encouraging governments to give priority to the rights of the child and to fulfilling their commitments.
This guide is meant to be a practical tool for helping NGOs forming and sustaining child rights Coalitions. It contains ideas on how to promote Coalition building, methods of child rights advocacy and examples of how NGOs could use the monitoring mechanisms, particularly the reporting process to the Committee on the Rights of the Child.

The NGO Group for the Convention on the Rights of the Child (NGO Group for the CRC) is a network of international NGOs committed to supporting the sustainment and active work of children’s rights Coalitions in the implementation of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC).

I- DEVELOPING A FRAMEWORK FOR ACTION
1. Assessing Compliance

The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) is the principal standard by which the situation of children in a country should be assessed. In addition to the CRC itself, Coalitions can also use other human rights standards such as UN human rights treaties, ILO standards and reports from relevant UN bodies like UNICEF (The Implementation Handbook for the CRC).

After examining national laws to assess whether they are compatible with the CRC, the Coalition may then identify and assess the instruments and processes through which laws are implemented, mainly national policies and programmes. The result of this will make evident the degree to which national laws; policies and programmes comply with the CRC.

2. Identifying the key social institutions, groups and systems responsible for implementing child rights

While identifying the key ‘duty holders’ for implementing the CRC and other relevant standards and recommendations, do a simple comparison between what they should be doing and what they are actually doing.

3. Assessing the position of these social institutions and groups to child rights

The Coalition should recognise where more information is needed about the position of key actors, their commitment, and potential for making adjustments in favour of the CRC.
4. Listing possible options for action by National Coalitions

The choices for action by a Coalition will not only depend on the position of the institutions and groups mentioned above, but also on the internal capacities of the Coalition. Three main elements usually define this internal capacity:

· Leadership

· Relationships among membership

· Resources

Plan of Action

The analysis of the country’s compliance to the CRC could greatly assist in defining the Coalition’s long-term vision. This might be expressed as an overall purpose or goal, or as a set of objectives. Keep them positive. The mission for the Coalition might include medium and long-term goals and offers some clear justification for the Coalition’s existence. 

The strategy should then set out what the Coalition will do in order to fulfill its mission. Projects are short-term activities that serve as building blocks towards accomplishing the longer-term goals. Keep the project objectives as specific, measurable, achievable, relevant and time bound (SMART) as possible. Evaluations should be carried out after the completion of each project, to assess the degree of impact and to identify lessons learned.

II- ORGANISATION FOR IMPACT

In most instances, National Coalitions come into existence rather quickly to prepare and present an Alternative (or Shadow) Report to the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child. In that initial period, little attention is given to organisational issues as members join with the short-term goal in mind. The fact is however, that the CRC is here to stay and the NGO community (through National Coalitions) has taken on the obligation to promote the implementation of the CRC. National Coalitions therefore need to be well organised to stay the course.

1. Coalition’s Internal Cooperation

Despite differences in structure, Coalitions do, like all networks, bring together a range of skills, knowledge, resources and commitment. In addition, members of the Coalitions have different spheres of influence in their society, some enjoying high credibility and recognition. In becoming members, these organisations/groups/individuals lend their reputation and credibility to the Coalition. 

2. Membership

Active participation in a Coalition is dependent on the member’s degree of interest and commitment to the mission or programme goals. Members generally have a strong moral commitment to the CRC and the promotion of children’s rights, but their actual participation in the Coalition is dependent on their perceived stake in the more specific goal of the Coalition.

It is important for Coalitions to recruit new members, but an agreement between a new member and the Coalition must be mutually beneficial. Full membership status is of course only one of several possible roles and status. Other possibilities include associate, consultant, observer, supporter or participant. 

3. Functions

Coalitions differ greatly in the degree of formality of their structures. In some Western European countries, children’s rights Coalitions (often referred to as Forums) are quite informal both in structure and mode of work.
Other Coalitions are more highly organised with detailed statutes covering a range of areas including membership, governance and association with external institutions and groups. Several Coalitions in Africa bear these characteristics. While the choices are very much dependent on the context and traditions in networking, it is essential for Coalitions to maintain some degree of flexibility to ensure renewal and growth.

4. Structure

As members carry out the Coalition’s work, the division of tasks and responsibilities among members is pivotal for effective work. Members often divide themselves into different working groups, each serving a separate purpose. The categories of working groups and functions outlined below represent a system commonly used by Coalitions.

While there is no strict definition for each committee or group, there is some consensus about their functions, for instance:

· The General Assembly refers to a meeting of all Coalition Members.

· The Coordinating Committee/ Executive Committee refers to the elected Coalition leadership.
· Committees/Working Groups are often thematic or issue focused, while others are programme oriented.
· Sub-Committees/subgroups/task forces usually have a shorter life span.
· Focal Point for coordinating the flow of information among several persons to achieve a particular task with expedience.
· Lead agency refers to the Member responsible for carrying out an agreed activity.
5. Finances

The question of finances is often a difficult issue for most Coalitions. In fact Coalitions generally never have enough resources to carry out all the desired activities.

Here are some reminders worth considering when addressing the issue of finances:

· A Core Budget: refers to essential costs of maintaining the Coalition.

· Programme Budget: costs incurred while carrying out projects.
· Fundraisers: actively recruit members or associates who are known for their skills in fundraising and proposal writing.
· Donors: keep an active register of donors and their current interests.
· Accounting: maintain a sound accounting system that clearly shows income and expenditures. It is critical for the Coalition’s credibility.
6. External Cooperation

The value of National Child Rights Coalitions’ involvement with relevant external organisations, groups and committees cannot be over-emphasised. It is in such settings that Coalitions have opportunities for influencing, and thereby achieving change for children. They also provide important information and fulfill networking functions. Make sure the purpose for this involvement is very clear though.

III- METHODS AND APPROACHES

Although the range of possible activities for promoting children’s rights is wide, this guide focuses on the four areas most common to Coalitions:

1. Methods for monitoring the implementation of the CRC

2. Strategies for promoting the implementation of the CRC

3. Children’s rights awareness raising activities

4. Methods for mobilising civil society in support of children’s rights

1. Methods for Monitoring the Implementation of the CRC

The government bears primary responsibility for ensuring the implementation of the CRC, therefore, Coalitions should closely monitor governmental initiatives that impact on children’s lives. Examples of monitoring activities could include:

· Conducting a comparative study on relevant local laws in relation to their compliance with the principles and standards of the CRC
· Monitoring the extent to which existing legislation is implemented
· Examining the national budget
· Identifying the main government ministries and statutory departments responsible for implementing the different articles in the CRC and assessing whether their policies address those articles and what programmes exist to implement them
· Creating a ‘newspaper clippings’ library
2. Strategies for Promoting the Implementation of the CRC

· Mobilising support for change

· Lobbying governments directly
· Promoting implementation among institutions providing services to children
· Promoting opportunities for children and young people to contribute to advocacy for change
· Providing training on the CRC
3. Children’s Rights Awareness Raising Activities

Governments have a clear obligation to disseminate the CRC as outlined in Article 42. Coalitions should encourage governments to take their duty seriously and disseminate the CRC in forms that are understandable to all sectors of society; this would include the text of the Convention, but also information about it. Coalitions can also undertake such activities but this should not be instead of governments. Such activities could include:

· Disseminating the CRC with information about how to apply it

· Making the CRC available in accessible formats, for instance, child-friendly versions, or for blind children

· Translating it into local languages

· Developing contacts with the media
4. Methods for Mobilising Civil Society in Support of Children’s Rights

Coalitions could play a useful role in paving the way for the creation of mechanisms and tools to enable a wide range of people to understand the CRC. Activities could include:

· Producing materials that explain the CRC and illustrate the importance of a holistic understanding of its principles

· Promoting initiatives designed to enhance children’s capacities to help other children whose rights are being breached or not met
· Broadening the alliance for children by approaching religious institutions, political parties and parents’ associations for example, who could then reach out to an even greater spectrum of society
· Developing alliances with authorities not directly involved with children but whose work none the less has an impact on children
· Exchanging experiences internationally with other NGOs and developing regional cooperation with other Coalitions
· Making links with international networks, such as the Child Rights Information Network (CRIN) and NGO Group for the Convention on the Rights of the Child
· Working with academic institutions to promote the development of research on children
· Identifying key NGOs that will take responsibility for pursuing implementation of thematic issues in the CRC, as well as the recommendations from the CRC Committee
IV- MONITORING AND REPORTING

Painting the Picture of the Context

This chapter will provide ideas on how to maximise the benefits that may be gained from the reporting and monitoring process. It also draws attention to some of the other options for action at the international level that Coalitions and child rights NGOs may use in promoting and protecting children’s rights.

1. The State Report

In preparing the State Report to the UN Committee for the CRC, governments are expected to consult widely with relevant organisations, interest groups and experts in civil society. In many countries, once approved by parliament, the final State Report is sent to the UN without the Coalition having an opportunity to see it. 

However the State Report is not a secret document and Coalitions often receive copies through several sources locally or internationally, such as the NGO Group for the CRC Liaison Unit. The main suggestions and reminders for this stage are:

· Keep the issue of submission of the State Report alive in the minds of government officials.

· In instances where there appears to be political will to meet State reporting obligations but very limited capacities within the government departments, explore ways in which the Coalition can play an enabling role.
· In instances where there is capacity but no political will, Coalitions could also inform many of their allies and potential allies about the delay and enlist their support to put pressure on the government to comply with the reporting requirements.
· Encourage government officials responsible for drafting the report to involve both other governmental departments and civil society as a whole.
· Keep reminding the government that the reporting process ought to be used as a catalyst for domestic review and debate; and adequate budget and time ought to be allocated.

· Encourage the government to go ‘public’ with the preparatory process to demonstrate that they take children and the CRC seriously.

· Inform as many ‘backers’ and potentially new allies as possible of the process, and encourage them to contribute, whether or not they were approached by the government.

2. Preparing the Alternative Report

The NGO Group’s Guide on Reporting to the Committee (mentioned above) points out the merits of having as many NGOs as possible co-operating in drafting the Alternative Report rather than having several different reports from each NGO. In some countries there are a variety of Coalitions or networks, some having a thematic/issue focus, which make the task of one report difficult. Yet the principle of co-operation remains central and should be pursued. 

Some additional suggestions:

· Use the preparation of the Alternative Report as an opportunity to enlist more allies, members and supporters to the cause.

· Actively pursue strategies to effectively include children and young people. 

· Use it as an opportunity to review the Coalition’s priority issues and medium-term work plan.

· Prepare a comprehensive budget for the whole process and begin approaching potential donors.

· Invest a sufficient amount of time and effort to make the Alternative Report as attractive and professional as possible. 

· Carefully plan the participation of members and other interested parties in the drafting process, to ensure as far as possible that everyone has a reasonable and equal opportunity to be informed and contribute.

· Start planning your media campaign. If there is little experience among Coalition members in working with the media, seek help from human rights groups that have experience in this area. The NGO Guide to Reporting also provides some useful ideas on how to time media involvement and what information you need to provide them with.

· The selection of representatives to the pre-session should be carried out with much wisdom, equity and transparency. Representatives ought to be very knowledgeable and articulate. Coalition representatives have three hours with the Committee and share this time with other presenters. The time constraints demand a high degree of organisation and incisive contributions from the representatives.
3. The Pre-Sessional Working Group of the Committee

The pre-session is a crucial opportunity for Coalitions to have an open discussion with the Committee in order to raise issues that are not adequately addressed in the State Report.

The intensity and pace of preparations for the pre-session are great and Coalitions may neglect a few important details that could further maximise the benefits of the time spent in Geneva while attending the pre-session:

· Shortly before going to the pre-session, some Coalitions seek an audience with key government officials to discuss the issues that will be raised with the Committee. 

· If it is strategically and politically feasible, widely distribute the Coalition’s key issues of concern and recommendations to the Committee among special interest groups or the public in general.

· Before coming to Geneva, do some research to identify useful contacts based in Geneva.

· The pre-session is also a useful opportunity to meet NGO representatives from other countries also attending the Committee meetings. 

· Get in touch with the press office at the United Nations to ascertain how much coverage the Coalition can expect from them at the upcoming session. 
4. The Plenary Session

The NGO Group Guide to Reporting to the Committee has several very good suggestions of Coalition activities that may be pursued both during the period leading up to and during the plenary session. Here are some highlights:

· Coalitions should attend the plenary session. Although they cannot speak during the meeting, they may participate as influential observers.

· It is also possible to communicate with Committee members informally before and during the session in order to present additional information, provide updates, or suggest possible questions.

· Concluding Observations are made public on the last day of the Committee’s session and the NGO Group Liaison Unit ensures that National Coalitions receive copies immediately.

· Concluding Observations can be a very useful tool for Coalitions to stimulate discussions at national level, exert pressure on the government to implement the recommendations and to lobby for changes in legislation and practice.

Periodic Reporting

· The preparation of Periodic Reports is an opportunity for Coalitions to conduct a comprehensive review of measures taken to harmonise law and policy with the CRC, as well as to monitor progress made in the realisation of children’s rights.

· Coalitions ought to prepare a written submission to the State Periodic Report, using the Concluding Observations from the Committee’s consideration of the Initial Report to assess whether or not progress has been made over the years

· The Coalition report should provide the Committee with information on the positive and negative changes in key areas since the Committee’s consideration of the Initial Report.
· Since the need for local monitoring is essential, Coalitions should not hesitate to submit information to the Committee between State Party reports.

· Coalitions could contact the Committee if the situation in their country worsens rather than improves

CRC Thematic Discussion Days

These discussion days, referred to as ‘General Days of Discussion’ are intended to focus the attention of the international community on one specific aspect of the CRC and to share strategies on programmes and policies required to improve the situation. Coalitions can participate by:

· Submitting case studies and examples of abuses related to the theme for that year

· Attending the discussion day and presenting oral interventions describing the problem, but also making recommendations for improving the situation

· Providing ideas to the Committee on what could be done at the international level in order to draw attention to the subject under discussion
5. Post Plenary Session

Coalitions have a great deal of work to do after the Committee’s plenary session as the NGO Group Guide to Reporting points out. Here are some additional ideas that Coalitions may wish to consider:

· Disseminate the Concluding Observations to National Coalition members and hold a planning meeting to determine how to carry the recommendations forward.

· Do a constructive, critical analysis of the Committee’s session, put it in writing and submit it to interested organisations such as the NGO Group for the CRC and the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights.

· Involve the media in publicising the Concluding Observations.

· Send the Alternative Report to the Secretariats of other UN Treaty Bodies of Conventions which the government has ratified, highlighting the relevant areas for their attention.

· Send the Alternative Report to interested groups and networks in your region, for example Coalitions, human rights groups and organisations as well as thematic networks on children’s issues.

· Assess the degree to which the Coalition’s recommendations to the Committee are reflected in the Committee’s Concluding Observations.
· Do an analysis of the Concluding Observations to determine which government departments would have responsibility for implementing them. Approach these departments to assess their awareness and plans for implementing the Committee’s recommendations.

· Seek to ensure the Concluding Observations and the State Report are widely disseminated. The mass media could be a useful means of disseminating the information widely.

FACTFILE: A few words on Advocacy

If the Coalition has little or no experience in advocacy, it is advisable to seek training and/or support from someone who has expertise in this area. 

1. Requirements for effective children’s rights advocacy:

· Credibility as an advocate

· Credible agenda

· Number of supporters

· Appropriate strategy

Source: Adapted from draft by Azeez Khan, 1996, Part V and published in Alan Fowler’s ‘Striking a Balance’
2. Tips on actions to avoid in children’s rights advocacy

· Avoid modifying the Coalition’s programme plans to suit donor interests exclusively.

· Avoid doing large public education projects without having a clear strategic aim.
· Avoid taking funds from donors about whom little is known.
· National ceremonies, children’s parliament and Children’s Days are important, but useless without any strategic considerations about the Coalition’s involvement.
· Avoid isolating the child rights movement from the wider human rights community in your country.
· Avoid making too many assumptions for or against the media.
· Avoid tokenistic activities with children and young people.
· Avoid having an association with government that places the Coalition as an extension of the government in people’s perceptions.
3. Other Options

Save the Children Sweden has produced a practical guide for NGOs entitled Advocating Children’s Rights in the Human Rights System of the United Nations that orients the newcomer to the UN human rights system and offers useful ideas on how to use the system to advance children’s rights. Below is an extract of that guide which illustrates how Coalitions could intervene in the UN human rights system:

Recommendations for advocacy work

· Participate as Observers

· Make oral statements
· Submit written information formally
· Submit written information informally
· Submit the same information to different monitoring bodies
· Hold informal parallel meetings
· Lobby Special Rapporteurs
· Lobby government delegations
· Lobby Committee Members
· Work together with other organisations
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