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Chair, Members of the European Parliament, 

The European Children’s Network would like to thank you for inviting us to this hearing. The European Children’s Network, EURONET, represents a coalition of transnational and national children’s rights NGOs from the majority of the EU Member States. Together we campaign at European level for the rights and interests of children, framed by the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

I would like to start by warmly welcoming the inclusion of several separate sections on children’s rights in the draft report on fundamental rights in the European Union of Mr Catania. This is a big step forward for children’s rights and acknowledges the fact that children are rights-holders in their own rights. Children are no longer seen as being dependents of working parents, where they are considered as potential obstacles to free movement, or as part of women’s or family policies, or as the deputy secretary-general of the Council of Europe has phrased “as mini human beings with mini rights”.  

The Rights of the Child in the EU 

As it is rightly acknowledged in the draft report a whole range of EU laws and policies affect the 100 million children living in the EU. Immigration policies, strategies to combat poverty and social exclusion, and discrimination of ethnic minorities such as the Roma all affect children. 

 I would like to raise four specific issues on children’s rights with you, which does not mean that there are not many more, but these are of key concern to EURONET.  After the specific issues, I will present EURONET´s position on the EU’s role with respect to the protection of children’s rights.

Firstly, EURONET’s member organisations from across the EU are concerned with the urgent need to combat all forms of violence against children. According to statistics collected by Child Helpline International within Europe, the third reason for children to call a child help line is “abuse and violence”: 15,6% of all calls in 2006. (The first two reasons being peer relationships and sexuality.)  In a recent Eurobarometer Survey 43% of children that responded indicated that the protection of children against violence should be taken into account by governments. This reveals that combating of the various forms of violence is also a top priority for children .

I would like to draw your attention to the alarming persistence of corporal punishment against children in all settings, including the home, across the EU today. According to the United Nations Study on Violence against Children this is one of the most widespread forms of violence and for children “means pain, harshness and tears”
EURONET urges the members of the European Parliament to demonstrate support to the abolition of all forms of corporal punishment against children and to call upon the thirteen EU Member States that do not have the relevant legislation in place to totally outlaw corporal punishment by the end of 2009. This is the global deadline set by the UN General Assembly to abolish all forms of violence, including corporal punishment. The purpose of having a legal ban on corporal punishment of children is to send an unambiguous message to adults responsible for them on what is acceptable in child-rearing. 

Laws alone will not be enough and will have to be accompanied by public awareness raising campaigns and positive parenting programmes, giving parents and carers support in finding alternative, non-violent methods of setting boundaries for children.  As a thirteen year girl said “If a child does not behave, don’t beat her with a belt, explain why she does not behave as she should”. 

The second issue I would like to raise concerns children’s participation. Not all children in the EU have the possibility of participating and expressing their views in matters affecting them. This is even more difficult for specific groups of the most vulnerable children, for example, children subject to immigration control, children in trouble with the law, children living in poverty, street children and sick children. EURONET welcomes the emphasis the draft report places on the right of a child to participate in decisions that affect him or her. Being one of the four principles underpinning the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child children’s participation is crucial. At European level this means giving children a voice in the European Forum on Children’s Rights and in this way letting them contribute to EU policy-making, which must be an absolute priority. The meaningful participation of children in forums as this one is important to understanding the issues from their unique point of view 
The third issue concerns children in trouble with the law.  Across Europe children are routinely brought before the adult magistrate court in a range of circumstances instead of in front of juvenile specialised judges. EURONET members also found that children in pre-trial detention, which may last a few months, are not enrolled in any form of school education. It is therefore recommended that detention of children and young offenders should only be use as a measure of last resort and for the shortest possible time, and that no child should be tried as an adult.

(The fourth issue is discrimination.  Many children in the EU are discriminated against on different grounds, in particular children belonging to ethnic minorities, such as the Roma population, and children belonging to migrant groups. These groups are very likely to suffer from multiple forms of discrimination. Discrimination against migrant children, ethnic minority children, street children and disabled children across the EU result in lack of equal access to education and health care. Apart from these specific grounds of discrimination children are also discriminated against as a group, based solely on their age. For example children experience discrimination in courts, health institutions and the media. This discrimination should be reflected in the Equal Treatment Directive.)
The EU and children’s rights

EURONET welcomes the fact that the draft report of Mr Catania acknowledges that although the EU is not a party to international legal instruments, including the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, it imposes an obligation to adhere to its provisions (Article 20).This implies that whenever the EU adopts legislation with a direct or indirect impact on the rights and lives of children it should take into account the principles and provisions of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. In other words, the EU should ensure that children’s rights are mainstreamed across EU policy-making. However, the EU has to make sure that this is not a tick-box job of a Commission official. The process of mainstreaming should be led by guidelines based on the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. Plenty of good practices have been developed at the national level, as well as at the European level, namely the EU’s gender mainstreaming process and the fundamental rights impact assessment.

EU Strategy on Children’s Rights

EURONET applauds the recent developments towards an EU Strategy on Children’s Rights. In this respect, EURONET believes that the EU does not need to reinvent the wheel – just adapt the spokes to the EU context. 

The EU strategy on CR should be enshrined in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. This means to use as a structural framework for the Strategy the general measures of implementation of the UNCRC and its four general principles as outlined by the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child.  

EURONET expects the core of the EU strategy to be the development and implementation of a sound children’s rights structure and ‘sustainable process’. The Strategy should not be a shopping list of specific actions. On the contrary, it should set out the framework within which policy priorities will be identified. These should be based on the ‘clusters of rights’, developed by the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child. These are groups of rights brought together into clusters, bearing in mind the holistic perspective of children’s rights. The clusters include for example one on civil rights and freedoms and one on family environment and alternative care. These clusters will provide a useful framework within which to review and present what the EU is doing in relation to children’s rights. We recommend the EU to adopt the cluster-approach in reporting on children’s rights-related activities.

Concerning the work of the Fundamental Rights Agency and cooperation of the EU with international bodies
EURONET believes it is very important that children’s rights are included in the thematic work areas of the Fundamental Rights Agency. But not only as a thematic area, children’s rights need to be a cross-cutting issue in the work of the Fundamental Rights Agency. A child-focused analysis means an examination of the effects of each policy area on children’s rights. Such an analysis should be entrenched in the framework and principles of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and the General Comments of the UN Committee’s.  In this respect the Fundamental Rights Agency can use the findings of other international bodies, such as the Concluding Observations of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child and the important children’s rights work carried out by the Council of Europe.
I would like to conclude by the same quote again as I started with at the beginning:
“Children are not mini human beings with mini human rights.” As long as adults continue to regard children as mini-human beings, violation of children’s rights will persist” (end quote). Every boy and girl, as any human being, must have their rights completely respected to develop with dignity. The EU should support this call, as all EU Member States ratified the UN Convention on the Right of the Child. The EP report on the situation of Fundamental Rights with its separate sections focussed on children’s rights is going to be an important step in this direction.

Thank you.
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