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The Ombudsman for Children
Hammersborg Torg 1
Postboks 8889 Youngstorget, 0028 Oslo, Norway
Phone: +47 22 99 39 50    FAX: +47 22 99 39 70
post@barneombudet.no
www.barneombudet.no

Norway was the first country in the world to establish a commissioner, or ombudsman, with statutory powers to protect children and their rights. Since 1981, the Ombudsman for Children in Norway has worked continuously to improve national and international legislation affecting children’s welfare. 

OFFICE SIZE AND STRUCTURE:

The office consists of 12.5 permanent positions, including the Ombudsman. The office also employed one person with funding from NAV, the Norwegian Public Employment Service and one law student in a part time position. There are currently 15 employees at the office. The division of the sexes was by the end of 2006, 9 women and 4 men. It has been an aim for the Ombudsman to have an equal division between men and women.


I addition to the Ombudsman, in 2006, the staff consisted of: 

Knut Haanes (Deputy Ombudsman)

Kari Stenquist (Personal Adviser and Media adviser)

Arild Søgnen (Adviser health and psychosocial matters – until March 2006)

Anette Storm Thorstensen (Adviser legal matters)

Frøydis Heyerdahl (Adviser legal matters)

Kari Jevne (Adviser)

Sidsel Bjerke Hommersand (Information officer)

Jan Mossige (Adviser education and school politics –n until August 2006)

Thomas Hepsø (Adviser Internet/ Media)

Wilhelm Berg (Financial Management)

Lillian Juvkam (Secretary and Registrar)

Britt Fredriksen (Secretary)
Idunn Thorsø (Project – part time)
Camilla Kayed (Adviser minorities)
Tone Viljugrein (Adviser health and psychological matters) 


Financial statement.

In 2006 the Ombudsman’s office had extra expenses in relation to a new archive and journal database. This is expressed in under ‘Office services’.

	Accounts
	2004
	2005    
	2006

	Salaries and staff costs 
	5 801 000
	5 685 000    
	 5 688 304,88 

	Machinery, inventory, equipment
	189 000
	299 000
	    160 834,50 

	Office supplies, phones, etc
	144 000
	132 000
	      89 432,13 

	Travels, expense account
	466 000
	425 000
	    640 288,53 

	Office services
	824 000
	513 000
	 1 272 474,00 

	Information
	123 000
	137 000
	    281 108,28 

	Operating expenses 
	1 081 000
	1 111 000 
	 1 046 974,57 

	Total
	8 628 000
	8 302 000
	 9 179 416,89 


Number of enquiries

The number of written enquiries sent to the Ombudsman’s office have levelled out in comparison with previous years sharp increase. This can indicate that more people find relevant information posted on the ombudsman’s webpage. In 2006 the Ombudsman’s webpage had on average 54 000 unique visitors every month, making a total of online visitors in 2006 of approximately 650 000 compared to 500 000 in 2005. 

Total number of documents in 2005 (in and out) was 3 984, divided as follows:

	
	2004
	2005
	2006

	Total number of incoming letters registered in post journal
	2262
	2762
	2489

	Mail out
	1173
	1394
	1495


Phone enquiries


In 2006, the number of incoming phone calls to the Ombudsman’s office have stabilised itself at approximately 11 000, after an increase in from 2003 to 2005. 


Klar Melding – “Speak your mind”

Children’s hotline Klar Melding “Speak your mind “ has been the Ombudsman’s most important tool in communicating with children and young people. By writing to the Ombudsman via the webpage “Speak your mind”, children can express their opinion, views and questions about their rights or ask for advice. The number of these enquiries has increased in 2006, and the office has prioritised answering and publishing these online and anonymously.

Participation in conferences and seminars
In 2006 the Ombudsman for Children received a total of 277 requests for keynote speaches and other forms of participation in conferences and seminars. We were able to respond positively to 108 of them.


Hearings

National hearings represent a significant part of the Norwegian democracy. The Ombudsman office is an active and important participant in both national and regional hearings concerning children’s interests. The Ombudsman participated in 55 hearings in 2006.

The Ombudsman’s agenda

The Ombudsman’s agenda is to a large extent determined by the enquiries that we receive from children. These enquiries represent valuable insight and knowledge into their experiences which decision makers and politicians should take into consideration when making policies.

Enquiries from private citizens are followed up with counselling, guidance or referral to the relevant office. The Ombudsman also has a role in establishing dialog and movement in cases where the parties have become deadlocked. In some cases, in order to be able to help, the Ombudsman will use the right to invoke Act 5, § 5, giving the Ombudsman access to information from all public and private institution for children, in connection with issues of a regional or local character.

An overall aim for the Ombudsman’s handling of all enquiries is:

· Give rapid and relevant assistance

· Develop systems for handling information embedded in the enquiry in an appropriate manner

· Develop communication with other offices with the same area of interest and expertise and overlapping functions in connection with children


Five areas has been the main focus for the Ombudsman in 2006:

· Consequences of the incorporation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child

· Children and healthcare 

· Strengthen the ‘security net’ for children and young people
· Local environments for children and youth with emphasis on school. 

· Participation or all children and young people

The Ombudsman main objectives is stated in Act No. 5 of March 6.1981 relating to the Ombudsman for children. The duties of the Ombudsman are to promote the interests of children vis-à-vis public and private authorities and to follow up the development of conditions under which children grow up, in connection with duties that Norway has according the UN convention on the Rights of the Child. The UN convention has now become Norwegian law, since it was incorporated into the Human Right Act. This gives the Ombudsman for Children strengthened powers. The difference between the Ombudsman for Children and the other Ombudsmen is that the Ombudsman for Children does not have responsibility for supervising a specific law, but is supposed to monitor every part of children’s upbringing. One exception from this is the Ombudsman’s responsibility according to the Act on Film and Video.


Activities and achievements in 2006

1. Contribute to the implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, locally, nationally and internationally.

· Monitor the incorporation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child

· Monitor the Court of Laws ability to implement the UN Convention on the Right of the Child

· Strengthen the participation of children and young people

· Contribute to the strengthening of the rights of  Sami children and young people

· Contribute to the strengthening of the rights of children and young people from minority backgrounds. 

· Develop the Ombudsman's web content further into an information platform for children's rights.

· Strengthen the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child through international cooperation. 



“Tryggve på tur”(Tryggve one the road)

One of the Ombudsman's objectives is to spread the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. With this project the Ombudsman wished to reach the youngest Children in kinder gardens and schools with this message. The project “Tryggve på tur” was launched on national children's television before Christmas in 2005. A travelling teddy bear visits schools and kinder gardens around the country. In his suitcase he brings the Convention on the Rights of the Child, and activities related to rights, happy thoughts, and sad thoughts in the everyday life of children. Reports, pictures and drawings are published on the Ombudsman's web page. The first visit was in Kautekeino January 2006, and since the launch Tryggve has visited over  schools and kinder gardens all over the country. This project has been so successful that it will continue in 2007. 

“Si fra!” kampanjen
The “Si fra!” campaign can be translated into “Speak your mind”. The Ombudsman wanted opinions from young people. What is important for them? Launched in conjunction with a large dairy product company in Norway, TINE, article 12 of the Convention was printed on milk cartons, and children was encouraged to send a message to the prime Minister via the Ombudsman.  This resulted in approximately 1000 postcards with messages regarding wishes, worries and joys that children in Norway wanted to share with the Prime Minister Jens Stoltenberg. Postcards waere printed in a book and presented to the Prime Minister.

Of all the responses that came from the children, the main message was as follows: 

1. More physical training and swimming in school.
2. Longer school days and less homework
3. School lunches

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child
The monitoring of the incorporation of UN Convention of the Rights of the Child is an ongoing process that encompasses all areas of the Ombudsman for Children’s work. In all areas of children’s upbringing and in any discussion regarding children’s legal protection the Ombudsman for Children strive to make relevant connections to the rights in the Convention. Another goal has been to strengthen and develop relations to the NGO Forum for the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. In September a representative from the Ombudsman participated in the General Discussion Day in the Committee for children's rights in Geneva regarding the participation of children and young people. In October the same committee published its comments on physical punishment, and this was further commented on by the Ombudsman in Norwegian media.

The Ombudsman also established cooperation with the University of Oslo regarding further research on Children's Rights. There has also been fruitful contact with the main organisation for pupils in schools in connection to their work with the Education Act chapter 9. This Act states what rights children and adolescents have to a good working environment both in a physical and a psychosocial sense in the schools.  


Through meetings with The Norwegian Biotechnology Advisory Board and hearings related to the Biotechnology Act the Ombudsman has focused on his role concerning the unborn child and how the Ombudsman defines «a child» according to the article 1. in the Convention. The Ombudesman for Children in Norway thus defines that his mandate protecting children’s rights spans from birth to the age of 18, and not before. 

The Ombudsman's Youth Council
The Ombudsman’s youth council was launched during the fall of 2005. Through the «Klar melding» (Speak your mind) the Ombudsman receives questions related to children and young people. To a large extent, these questions are related to a difficult daily situation. The ombudsman wanted to establish a further dialogue with young people on issues that are of the Ombudsman’s concern, and it was decided to establish a youth council consisting of young people from various schools in the Oslo-region. 

The meetings have resulted in letters to and meetings with the Minister of Health and the Minister of Education. Several of the Youth Councils members have participated in conferences with and without the Ombudsman. Amongst others, the “Participation”- conference in Trondheim in February 2006.

Young peoples spokesperson
In 2006 the Ombudsman received a number of enquires regarding the role of the young peoples spokesperson in municipalities. This person is the voice of young people in relation to planning and buildings in the local environments. The mandate for this person is statutory. The enquiries have mainly been focusing on the poor overall quality of this role. 

Thus, the Ombudsman had a meeting with the Minister of Environment, Helen Bjørnøy, where she was encouraged to strengthen the role of the spokesperson. The ombudsman shared his concern regarding the vast variations related to the spokespersons quality and presence around the country. 

Participation
In February the Ombudsman held a lecture at the international Conference “Participation” in Trondheim. Members from the Ombudsman's youth council also represented the Ombudsman's office. Here it was proposed to establish cooperation between the Ombudsman and the various regional youth councils in Norway. This work will continue in 2007.   

In 2006 the ombudsman also launched an initiative to lower the voting age to 16 years in local and regional elections. This initiative will continue in 2007. 

The Ombudsman was also in the selection board for the annual selection of the best children and young person municipality. 

Leisure
An important issue in 2006 was the right for young people with disabilities to have a holiday and opportunities for recreation. An initiative was made towards the authorities when the Ombudsman received a letter from two young persons with Cerebral Pareses (CP). In the letter the young people explained how the annual summer camp was cancelled due to lack of funding. The summer camp is for many youngsters with CP the only opportunity during the whole year where they can have close to a normal life situation and spend time with others in a similar situation. The Ombudsman approached the responsible authorities, and after initial negative response, in January 2007 this changed, and funding was again allocated to the summer camps.  

Children and Culture
Children’s right to, and access, to culture is important for the Ombudsman, and will be further pursued in 2007. Amongst other initiatives, the Ombudsman has proposed a joint project with several institutions, amongst these the soon to be opened Norwegian Opera house. The Project, with the working title “Språk er makt” (Language is power), young people will be encouraged to be creative with language across diverse social backgrounds. 

The Ombudsman also invited several cultural and art institutions to a joint meeting with the purpose of finding strategies in order to better the quality of cultural ventures for children and young people. This work continues in 2007.

Sami Children 
The Ombudsmen in Norway, Sweden and Finland will implement a Nordic initiative together with the respective Sami national councils concerning the participation for Sami children and young people. This work will continue in 2007. 

The Ombudsman visited Kautokeino in relation to concerns over sexual abuse after a media coverage on this matter. The Ombudsman met and discussed with children and young people in the town and talked about their experiences.    

Children and young people with minority backgrounds
Children and young people with minority backgrounds have a high priority. The Ombudsman has given advice to a working group on government level concerning children and families in reception centres for asylum seekers. The child perspective in terms of rights and life situation in child asylum applications has also been highlighted in a hearing. Further, within the ENOC network the Ombudsman has been active in developing a common European State Obligation for the Treatment of Unaccompanied Minors. 

The work on government level concerning the development of the Immigration Act has been followed and commented upon in several hearings during 2006.

The Ombudsman for Children’s web pages
During 2006 the Ombudsman’s web content has seen a number of new features. Particularly for the youth section, but also the brand new “Tryggve på tur” page, for the youngest visitors. The web pages are visited from a growing number of people that are looking for information on the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, and the work of the Ombudsman. The youth section has been updated with a discussion forum, and has been given a thematic section were issues such as bullying, children’s position after divorces, school lunches, participation, new media and children’s rights are raised. 

Children and new media
The Ombudsman for Children responded to an important hearing in 2006 concerning “grooming”, adults who contact children online in order to carry out abuse at a later stage. Together with other relevant authorities and NGO’s the Ombudsman published a guide aimed at parents concerning children and internet. The Ombudsman has also been involved with other actors within new media in an initiative to label ‘safe’ web pages for children. This work will continue in 2007. Further the Ombudsman received several enquiries about advertising with references to child porn content on the TV channel TV2’s ceefax/ teletext. This resulted in a letter to the management, and the advertising was subsequently removed. Further the TV station has also committed to evaluate their systems concerning advertising. 

Further, the Ombudsman has focused on radiation from mobile phones and asked for mobile phones to be labelled according to the level of radiation. The Ombudsman has also asked for changes in the age limits for films, as the current system works to a disadvantage for most young people. 

International work 
In 2006 the Ombudsman for Children participated in the government’s human rights dialogue with China. The Ombudsman had several meetings where the Norwegian Ombudsman system were presented. The work with China will continue in 2007, and is part of the Ombudsman’s effort to strengthen the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child on the global scene. 

The Ombudsman has a holistic approach to the Convention, and this fact is underlined by the many foreign delegations that visit the Ombudsman’s office in Oslo. With 25 years of experience of the system and the Convention, the Ombudsman is proud to offer assistance to interested countries. In 2006 the Ombudsman received representatives from Kosovo, Zambia, Lithuania and China to name a few. 

The European network of Ombudsmen (ENOC) was established by the Norwegian Ombudsman in 1997. Currently ENOC has 25 members. In 2006, ENOC met in Athens, and issues such as young asylum seekers, discrimination and bullying were discussed in the plenary sessions. These are challenges that are similar for all the ombudsmen, and where a common strategy can have a great impact.


 2. Strengthen the ‘security net’ for children and young people

· Monitor the development of child welfare and to push for constant development of the services they provide.

· Continue the work related to the project “Children and Protection”

· Analyse the enquiries to the Ombudsman in order to uncover deficiencies in various protection agencies systems and responsibilities for a safe environment and upbringing for children and young people. 

· Contribute to the protection of children when using new technology and new media



Child welfare
The Norwegian child welfare system has been central to the Ombudsman’s activities in 2006. A great deal of the enquiries received is concerning child welfare. In addition to the enquiries, the ombudsman has collected information on child welfare from the child welfare system itself, from researchers, lawyers and different professionals with competences on this issue. Among the things discussed has been the organisation and management of the child welfare system, dropping of cases, cooperation within the system and with outside institutions.  The Ombudsman met with the Minister of Children and Equality Affairs, Karita Bekkemellem, and discussed the challenges and opportunities within the child welfare system. The work will continue in 2007. 


“Child welfare for the youngest”
During the fall of 2006 the ombudsman started an initiative to raise the awareness among professionals within the Child welfare system concerning the youngest children. How does society cope with the failure of care for the youngest children? This work will be a further challenge in 2007. 

Emergency telephone number
The Ombudsman for Children launched an initiative to establish an emergency telephone number for children, and for adults who have observed children in need. Iceland has a similar emergency line and the Ombudsman will visit Iceland to learn from their experiences. The need for a phone has been introduced to the authorities, and has also been given attention in the media. This work will continue in 2007.

Children, young people and crime
The situation for young people in prisons, and particularly in custody, has been another important issue in 2006. The ombudsman has been in contact with the responsible ministries, institutions and NGO’s concerning these youngsters. The Ombudsman has spoken in favour of a better use of restorative justice, as an option to prison for younger people. 
 
Kinder gardens and schools
The Ombudsman for children has also in 2006 been involved in the debate around the cash funding scheme for families with children, a maximum price in kinder gardens and 24-hour kinder gardens. Kinder gardens and day-care homes have been important issues for the Ombudsman. Particularly the lack of approved private childminders has been central. 

Children and poverty 
Children and families on welfare have been important to the Ombudsman in 2006, an the Ombudsman has contributed to the Ministry of Health initiative concerning differences in health for children from different social backgrounds. 

Violence against children
The Ombudsman for Children supported a proposal on post-mortem autopsies for children by experts who see the need for obligatory examinations after child deaths. The Ombudsman presented this in a meeting with the Minister of Justice, Knut Storberget. The Ombudsman held a lecture on child abuse and failure of care in a seminar on post-mortem autopsies organised by experts. This matter will be followed closely in 2007.

As a result of a Supreme Court decision that left doubts if a mild slap as punishment towards children was illegal, the Ombudsman sent a letter to the Minister of Justice. The issue was further emphasised in a letter to the editor of a major newspaper after the UN Study on Violence against Children was published. This report clearly states that millions of children are exposed to violence and serious human rights violations throughout the world. Norway is not an exception, although all the facts are not known. The report says that most of the violence towards children comes from close personal relations. On account of this the Ombudsman supports and will work towards a clarification of the law, so there can be no mistaking that any form of violence against children can not be tolerated. 

Children and crises’
When we experience catastrophes and tragedies, they also have an impact on children. News coverage can cause fear and bring up questions that are difficult to respond for parents and teachers. The Ombudsman for Children has together with Psychologist Magne Raundalen developed a handbook for parents on how to talk with Children during a crisis. The publicity concerning the twin towers, the tsunami, the Beslan school massacre and the turmoil around the Mohammed-drawings in 2006 caused pictures of violence and unrest. In these particular issues many parents needed advice on how to talk to children. 

The Ombudsman also contacted the Directorate for Civil Protection and Emergency Planning in order to secure a particular focus on children.

3. Contribute to a stronger focus on children and young people’s health.  
· Establish a project focused on organised and unorganised physical activity and sports. 

· Continue working for free school lunches

· Consciousness-raising towards the relationship between the diet, lifestyle and health of children and young people. 


School lunches
In 2005 the Ombudsman initiated a continuous debate concerning the introduction of free lunches in Norwegian schools. School lunches were an important issue during the 2005 elections and resulted in a working group issued by the Ministry of Education and Research. The Ombudsman approach to school lunches has been dependant on the outcome of this working group. 

The working group presented 5 possible models for school food, and the group stated that model 5 was the better option in terms of long term health gain. This option involves a hot meal and a salad or vegetables. However, the first model, consisting of fruit and milk will be the easiest to implement.

Unfortunately, this issue has not come any further in 2006, but the work will be intensified in 2007. The Ombudsman feels that school lunches are very important for the health of Norwegian children.


Health services for children and young people
The Ombudsman has launched the term ‘security net for childhood’. This term will illustrate that society should have well-functioning mechanisms that will be initiated when something in a child’s life fails. This year the ombudsman has particularly targeted local health service, school nurses and the school health services.  

The Ombudsman has had reports of a dysfunctional school nurse systems in Norway. The already small number of school nurses has responsibility for too many pupils. The reality for many schools is that the school nurse sees students for only two hours every two weeks. The Ombudsman’s Youth Council has specifically asked the Ombudsman to prioritise this issue. 

The Youth Council also met with the Minister of Education and Research and the Minister of Health and Care Services to discuss this issue. 


National Health Plan
The Ombudsman has also contributed to the National Health Plan 2007-2010. Among the issues were: 

- The need for better information to children who have parents with physical or psychological illnesses. 
- To keep up the momentum and keep developing Psychiatric healthcare for children and young people
- Change the system that allows one parent to veto the Childs right to psychiatric healthcare.
- Establish a single chapter in the Health Plan devoted to children.
- There is a need to get an overview over possible health problems related to the breaking up of relationship and also violence from family members. 
- The health authorities should look closer into health problems of children from minority backgrounds
- The work situation of parents e.g. organisation and time pressure, can have a direct impact on the health of the child.

Commercial pressure and young people’s lifestyle. 
On the issue of commercial pressure the Ombudsman has an extended cooperation with the Consumer Ombudsman. The Ombudsman for Childrenparticipated in a round table discussion with the Consumer Ombudsman concerning the topic’ Children as consumers’. The two offices have also been involved in work shops with representatives from consumer industries with the goal of reducing the marketing of unhealthy food products. 


Also, the ombudsman has supported initiatives together with NGO’s and super market chains for a Charter against alcohol products with designs that look like toys etc. Also, the Charter takes a stand against marketing of alcohol products that suggest that you will have success in life if you choose this product. The Charter was signed February 17. 


Final comments – The Ombudsman for Children’s 25th anniversary.

In 2006 it was 25 years since the worlds first Ombudsman for Children was established. Much has happened since then and three Ombudsmen have held the office before the current ombudsman Reidar Hjermann. The work of the Ombudsman is still as important today, and many of the issues remain the same 25 year after. 

The Ombudsman is still highly involved and visible in public life and debates, both as an adviser for individuals and for various institutions and organisations. 

When the first Ombudsman left her post in 1989, she said the following: 

”(…) its difficult to predict what the situation for children’s rights would have been without the ombudsman, but it is probably safe to say that the results would not have come as fast as they have. There is no doubt that the Ombudsman can start an initiative with fewer difficulties than institutions or persons who might be restricted by loyalties to an institution or political leadership..”

The Ombudsman for Children still feels that this quote is valid today. 

�	Tryggve is a name, but also means what is equivalent to the English word «safe». 
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