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Twentieth anniversary of the Convention on the Rights of the Child

Dignity, Development and Dialogue
I.  Introduction 

1.
On 20 November 2009, the international community will celebrate the twentieth anniversary of the adoption of the Convention on the Rights of the Child by the General Assembly. To mark this anniversary, the Committee on the Rights of the Child and the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) and other partners will organize a two-day celebration. The celebration will focus on the theme “Dignity, Development and Dialogue”, and will provide an important opportunity to bring together States parties, United Nations bodies and other intergovernmental organizations, national human rights institutions, international and national non-governmental organizations, children’s and youth groups, academics and all others interested in the Convention. The celebration will be held in Geneva on Thursday, 8 and Friday, 9 October 2009, at the Centre international de conférences de Genève (rue de Varembé 17, 1202 Geneva).
II.  General information

2.
The meeting has three main objectives:


(a)
To celebrate the twentieth anniversary of the Convention;

(b)
To highlight three main challenges facing the Convention: ensuring the dignity of the child; providing the child with full possibilities for development; and facilitating dialogue between adults and children in accordance with the participatory approach of the Convention;

(c)
To evaluate the status and implementation of the Convention, after 193 ratifications and 17 years of reporting, and to identify priorities for the future, taking into consideration the two Optional Protocols to the Convention.
3.
The meeting will consist of presentations in plenary and discussions in workshops, which will:
· Identify achievements in implementation and examples of best practice
· Identify challenges for the future and constraints
· Formulate priority recommendations to enhance implementation
4.
The provisional agenda (attached) was adopted by the Committee at its fiftieth session in January 2009.

5.
During the celebration:


(a)
High-level international speakers will deliver introductory speeches on the three themes “Dignity, Development and Dialogue” during the morning of the first day;

(b)
The three themes “Dignity, Development and Dialogue” will be discussed in workshops, which will focus on two sub-themes of each theme. These workshops will meet in parallel during the afternoon of the first day and the morning and part of the afternoon of the second;

(c)
Each workshop will agree on a set of up to six recommendations, which will be compiled and presented at the closing plenary session, to be held during the afternoon of the second day; 


(d)
The effective participation of children, which will be central to the celebration, will be facilitated throughout the various sessions, including through specific child-organized activities, such as workshops, exhibitions, dramatic arts and video.

III.  Outcomes

6.
The meeting is expected to have the following outcomes:

· The adoption of a set of recommendations on the three themes of “Dignity, Development and Dialogue”

· A report containing examples of best practices and a discussion on shortcomings and challenges in the implementation of the Convention
· Discussion and adoption of the recommendations by the Committee on the Rights of the Child at its next session, in January 2010

7.
A monograph containing the documents from the meeting will be published after the event.
The themes “Dignity, Development and Dialogue”

8.
The Convention on the Rights of the Child is not a neutral text enumerating a list of rights, but is an instrument that creates a new legal position of the child. The near universal ratification of the Convention lends significant force to the new status of the child. But 20 years since the adoption of the Convention, many questions remain unanswered regarding its actual impact. We all know that the implementation of the Convention at the national level requires enormous, systematic efforts to ensure its principles and provisions change the attitudes and activities affecting the enjoyment of rights by all groups of children.

9.
The Committee, however, is not only concerned about the insufficient implementation of State party obligations. It also focuses on finding ways to encourage States parties to take the necessary steps to bring about a permanent change in how children are perceived and treated, as well as to accept and adopt a rights-based approach in all activities concerning children. The rights-based approach in relation to the theme of “Dignity, Development and Dialogue” will be emphasized during the meeting.

Theme I:  Dignity


The Convention on the Rights of the Child does not include an article dedicated to the right of dignity: but dignity is a concept that refers to the position of the child, who, as a human being, has rights that must be respected, just like any other person. The human rights perspective, foundation of the human rights approach, is based on the recognition of the dignity and worth of the human person.

Sub-theme 1:  Children:  rights-holders versus commodity

The new status of the child created by the Convention is challenged by the multiple forms of exploitation of the child: all forms of violations and exploitation of children, including sexual exploitation and abuse. In this workshop, we will focus on the Third World Congress (Rio de Janeiro, November 2008) and its recommendations. What will be the implementation of those texts? Since the world congresses against commercial sexual exploitation of children, held in Stockholm (1996) and Yokohama (2001), the world has become more aware of the problem of sexual abuse of children. The international community has promulgated new and relevant international instruments: the Palermo Protocol; the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the sale of children, child prostitution and child pornography; ILO Convention No. 182 concerning the Prohibition and Immediate Action for the Elimination of the Worst Forms of Child Labour; the Council of Europe Convention on Cybercrime; and the new Council of Europe Convention on the Protection of Children against Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse.

Prevention is a word used by all actors, in public as much as in the private sphere. But what is prevention in practice? Beyond its basic definition, is there a true will to take preventive action to address all forms of violations and exploitation of children? The view of the Committee on the Rights of the Child is that many activities are undertaken in reaction to events, while few preventive initiatives are implemented. Prevention is in the hands of Governments. How do they invest in prevention? What are their obligations?


Sub-theme 2:  Discrimination against children

Children are discriminated against because they are children and they are often not regarded as persons. The workshop will tackle this de facto - and very often de jure - form of discrimination, and pay special attention to the difficult question of children with disabilities, a worldwide problem. How do Governments consider to prevent and address the double discrimination, which often results from being both a child and a child with disabilities? 

Theme II:  Development

Development is expressly mentioned in article 6 of the Convention: “States parties shall ensure to the maximum extent possible the survival and development of the child.” Similarly, the preamble to the Convention refers to “the harmonious development” of the child. The Committee has interpreted “development” in its broadest sense, as a holistic concept, embracing the child’s physical, mental, spiritual, moral, psychological and social development. Hence, implementation measures should be aimed at achieving optimal development for all children. Here the key question is, are States parties implementing their treaty obligations (to respect, protect and fulfil these rights) “to the maximum extent of their available resources”?
Sub-theme 1:  States parties’ obligations:  realizing economic, social and cultural rights.   Are child rights a luxury during an economic crisis?


When a State party ratifies the Convention on the Rights of the Child, it takes on the responsibility to ensure all children are able to enjoy fully their rights recognized by the Convention, particularly their economic, social and cultural rights. In concrete terms, this means that the international community should first consider the enjoyment of economic, social and cultural rights, and for children, the enjoyment of their basic rights to shelter, food, education, health and social security. Article 6 of the Convention must also be read in conjunction with article 4, relating to the resources available for ensuring implementation of their rights; in other words, the basic rights necessary to live. There is no minimum to respect; the State party shall take all necessary measures to reach this objective. 

In particular, children, women and families are said to be the first victims of the global economic crisis. Poverty is a crucial issue. Children experience poverty in their growing minds, hearts and bodies. It is also clear that children living in deprivation or in a very poor stimulating environment are not acquainted with or exercise their rights. The current crisis has compounded this new environmental poverty. Nevertheless, helping children to reach their full potential is also investing in the very progress of humanity. But it does not seem to be the priority at this time; it seems more like a luxury.

Sub-theme 2:  Evolving capacities as an enabling principle in practice
Childhood is an evolving experience; you cannot treat a new-born baby like an adolescent. However, both are entitled to the same rights. The question for Governments, communities and families is how to interpret and apply universal human rights standards across such diverse perceptions of childhood. In practice, there exists a two-part principle: the evolving capacities of children and the implication for parents to give guidance to the children; and, at the same time, to respect the growing capacity of the child to exercise her or his rights. A very difficult challenge! A new role also for the State: to give appropriate protection to children within their families and to encourage children’s participation in decision-making.

Theme III:  Dialogue

The Convention does not use the word dialogue. What we want to deal with is the concept of the child as a subject of rights or a rights-holder. The word “dialogue” goes a step further in the sense that it implies an equality of position between two protagonists when they are discussing a specific topic. Furthermore, dialogue not only entails listening to the other party or expressing an opinion, but also that both parties are effective participants in the two components of the dialogue. Since the adoption of the Convention in 1989, considerable progress has been achieved at the local, national, regional and global levels in the development of legislation, policies and practices to promote the realization of article 12. The issue we now face is how to translate this right into effective and participative dialogue among Governments, community organizations, NGOs, adults, parents and children themselves, and to encourage child participation, not only during one-off events or through symbolic gestures but also at the local and family levels, in every relevant decision and on a daily basis. If we go a step further, we could also mention the initiative of an Optional Protocol to provide a communications procedure under the CRC.  Such a procedure would reinforce the notion of children as subjects of rights (and would also enable children to advocate for the respect of their own rights).

Sub-theme 1:  A new democratic dynamic: child participation in the public sphere 

In order to include children as protagonists in the public sphere, the Committee urges States parties to move from tokenism to consultation with children, and systematic inclusion in policymaking. Are mechanisms planned or in place to institutionalize child participation at all levels of decision-making, including legislative reform, policymaking, planning, data collection and resource allocation? The Committee often encourages groups of children, NGOs and Governments to create children’s parliaments, youth forums, councils and committees at the national, regional and municipal levels to formalize links between children and decision-makers. How effective are these bodies? Are they simply pretexts? And, are they truly effective? Children should be supported and encouraged to form their own child-led organizations, which can create space for meaningful participation and representation. Are child-led organizations listened to and taken seriously? 


Sub-theme 2:  Children’s voices in the family: overcoming resistance 


Inside families there is often strong resistance to the recognition of the right of the child to express her or his views because of a fear that children will take over power from parents. But it is obvious that the ideal framework for the first participatory experiences of children is within the family. If we ask Governments, decision-makers, legislative bodies and school directors to listen to children, it seems strange to ignore them at home. The question then is, do we believe that encouraging this approach in family education could promote individual development, enhance family relations, support children’s socialization and play a preventive role against all forms of violence and alienation in the home and family? 
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