Report of the NGO Coalition meeting, Bregenz, 24-25 October 2007
Monitoring von Kinderrechten auf internationaler und nationaler Ebene

Organized by the Austrian, German and Swiss National Child Rights Coalitions

This two-day conference was organized by the three national NGO Coalitions working on child rights in Austria, Germany and Switzerland. It was the first such meeting, and had been organized with the aim of creating stimulus amongst NGOs, of exchanging information and expertise, and of building closer ties for mutual assistance.
Approximately 100 people attended the Conference. On day 1, the issues discussed included international monitoring from the point of view of the Committee and of the NGO Group for CRC; participants were then divided into six workshops. On day 2, following a presentation on child participation in the child rights movement in The Netherlands, a round table was organized to discuss actual progress in the three countries: representatives from the three coalitions debated with representatives from the three States Parties. 
*   *   *

All three countries share a number of points, but differ in others. All have already been reviewed by the CRC Committee in the past: Austria (2nd, 2005), Germany (2nd, 2004), Switzerland (1st, 2002). And all three will be reviewed by the CRC Committee in the near future, probably in 2009 or 2010. They are in the midst of preparing their official reports and alternative reports. All are also working on Action plans. All have rather strong national NGO Coalitions which have undeniable expertise and know how. Moreover, two members of the CRC Committee come from Switzerland (J. Zermatten) and from Germany (L. Krappmann), which can be considered a political advantage for the National Coalitions.

On the other hand, progress in each of the countries appears unequal,  the general impression being that Germany is leading the way whereas Switzerland is lagging behind in most situations. Thus, the number of participants, the  commitment – including the financial commitment -  of the governments, the progress in the Action plans… Another difference relates to belonging or not to the EU.

*   *   *
Day 1:

Introduction 
Each coalition explained its main focus of work and posed some of the questions that they were asking themselves. 

The German Coalition is  working on a complaints mechanism (Ombudsman) and is close to finalizing the Plan of Action; however the coalition wonders if this is the best way to implement the Committee’s Concluding Observations. The Austrians are working on their alternative report as well as on the Plan of Action but progress is very slow. As for the Swiss coalition, for some years it has been trying to move ahead with the government to develop a plan of action, but it feels reluctance on the part of the government and a lack of political will – they do not imagine an outcome for at least five years.

International Monitoring of Child Rights and the CRC Committee: Prof. L. Krappmann

Mr. Krappmann, from Germany, is a member of the CRC Committee; he also represents a German NGO involved in education. His presentation centred on how the CRC Committee works with NGOs and NGO Coalitions and how it counts on their input for information and data. He also explained that alternative reports played a role in the formulation of the COs: the more detailed the information in the reports, the more specific the COs. He suggested that in the alternative reports NGOs make their own recommendations to the CRC Committee.

Mr Krappmann explained that NGOs also had an important role to play in implementing the COs after the review.  He also insisted on the importance the CRC Committee maintain good and trusting relationships with the States Parties – progress in country situations is measured in the very long term.
Lastly, Mr. Krappmann discussed the role of children in the review process and in national coalitions. They are not figure heads but have to become full-fledged participants, and respected as such.

International Monitoring and the role of national coalitions: L. Myers, NGO Group for CRC

L. Myers is employed by the NGO Group for CRC, inter alia, to coordinate the alternative reporting of NGOs and National NGO Coalitions as well as to facilitate the meeting of representatives from national coalitions with the CRC Committee during the pre-sessions. She explained the role of the NGO Group, the specific work that she has been engaged in and how this has been important in giving NGOs, and the information they bring forth,  a firmer stand vis-à-vis the Committee. She also discussed the new role children themselves should be taking in the review process.
Suggestions included: 

· preparing short papers on how NGOs work with children, and publicise them;

· preparing guidelines for reports by children

· facilitating meetings between children and Committee members.

The NGO Group would certainly play an important role in all of the above suggestions.

Effective monitoring in Germany: presentation of a model: Dr. R. Eichholz

The speaker, representing the German National Coalition, explained in detail a table developed by the German national coalition, to ensure effective monitoring of the situation of child rights in Germany: role of the State at different levels, precise responsibilities and actions to be taken, implementation time-table, control mechanism, etc.

A complaints mechanism is under discussion in Germany: it needs to be a simple system, easily grasped by children who are often overwhelmed by abstract rights they do not understand.
Workshops:

Six workshops took place in the afternoon of day 1. On the following morning (Day 2), summaries of the discussions were reported in plenary.

1: Refugee children

2. Violence against children

- Germany and Austria will support Switzerland in fighting for a law against corporal punishment

- need to collect data (very little exist) so as to assess the problem

- participants to ask children individually what they understand by the word violence, and send this information to the national coalitions

3. Children and Schools

- in all three countries the school system is similar

- pre-school and daycare should be developed in each country

- need to involve children more: child participation is low

- child rights to be taught in schools and in all institutions

- develop guidelines for increased involvement of children

- integration of children in the school system rather than selection, that leads to dropping out
4. Child poverty

- in Switzerland, the social insurance system is discriminatory and has to be changed

- lack of data

- immigrant children are discriminated against twice, because they are foreign and because they are poor

- establish an institution centred on poverty in each of the three States Parties.

5. Children in conflict with the law

- specialists (lawyers, police, judges, social workers, etc.) need to be trained

- lack of legislation in CH; D has several laws; Austria has a number of laws

- in Switzerland, children’s rights day: theme on children in conflict with the law.

6. National Plans of Action 
In the course of this workshop, participants explained: 1) the principles behind each of the national workplans; 2) the process towards developing the workplans; 3) progress made in each case

Switzerland: there is no workplan. For the past two years the Swiss national coalition has tried to make contact with the government but to no avail. The first problem being that not less than 5 administrative Departments are concerned by children’s issues. In November 2005 a first conference took place and 10 priority areas were established; however since then the government has not developed an action plan and the initiative remains in the hands of the NGOs.
Austria:  an action plan has been developed at federal level, it covers all points of the Convention, it was developed with children and the national coalition plays a role, including it attends the 3 yearly meetings; moreover there is political will and also a budget; but there is no timetable… and it is being blocked somewhere along the line – one problematic area is the political responsibility of the federal government versus that of the landers.

Germany:  has developed its action plan; it took from 2002 to 2007 to do so. Responsibilities have been shared at different levels, themes are shared (working groups with representatives from the various political entities). Children participated in the development of the action plan and one of the chapters is entirely theirs. Unfortunately this plan of action is a form of alibi because it is not being implemented, and no funds have been reserved.

In conclusion participants explained that the following criteria were necessary to make sure an action plan was effective:

· feasibility

· sufficient resources, human and financial

· can be measured (indicators)

· political will

It is the responsibility of the State to set up the action plan and to implement it, but so far,  the most important is the whole process and the monitoring itself, as much as - if not more than - the action plan itself.

*   *   *
Day 2:

Youth Participation in Monitoring Child Rights, Experiences from the Netherlands
Child participation is more easily said than done.  Child participation (bottom-up) should not be a paternalistic   attitude (top-down); it calls for real decision-making by the children themselves, integrating them in the whole process, taking account of their motives, needs and possibilities, and working along with them in all phases of action, including to implement their own plans.
In the NDL, there is no legislation concerning child participation, and it remains nominal, though probably more advanced than in other countries. However, in preparation for the last review of the NDL, there was a real effort to integrate youth in the process:

· In the alternative report, the chapter on youth participation was prepared by a core group of 8 youth 
· The report was based on two principles: 

· the right to have and to voice their own opinion

· the right to equal treatment at home and at school 
· They worked on the basis of a questionnaire sent to 1,000 school children in consultation with various groups 

· They interviewed children belonging to vulnerable groups. This was a new and relevant experience because generally these children are never taken into account and remain invisible; it was important that children of their own age approach them

· A youth delegation attended the review in Geneva; these young people were able to meet with the Committee and express themselves. Several, since then, have become peer counsellors.
· The NDL government provided funds for the whole enterprise.
When we consider child participation we must be careful that young people are not manipulated, do not serve merely as decoration, are not tokenized, assigned + informed, or merely consulted + informed, or led by adults who share only decisions with them rather than allowing them to take the decisions themselves.

It is also necessary to consider the age of the children as age determines the degree of involvement on their part. Finally, children have to be involved in the entirety of the project, not only in parts of it. Child and youth participation begin at the very beginning, at the planning phase, and continues all the way into implementation.

Round table on the implementation of child rights: representatives from each of the national coalitions and from each of the States parties
Generally speaking, implementation of child rights varies from one country to the other, but it remains fairly slow in all cases.

The discussion centred on the following points:

1) Knowledge about human rights and child rights

· Difference between “having the right to ” and “enjoying” ones rights: to enjoy them one has to be aware that one is entitled to them. Very few people are sufficiently aware of their rights (CH, D) though efforts are being made in CH for example to train school teachers. 
· Child rights are not mentioned in the national constitutions (CH, D, Austria). In Switzerland some aspects are mentioned (protection, promotion);  in Austria some efforts have been made to publicise child rights; in Germany children are included in all of the constitutional rights but recently it has been suggested that they should be mentioned expressly (but changing the German constitution entails a long process).
· Need to reform the school system so as to develop personalities rather than manipulate people (D).  

2) Collaboration between the government and NGOs 
· Generally positive (Austria) but NGOs are not entitled to making decisions - this remains the prerogative of the government.  This is badly taken in as much as in many cases, NGOs are experts in the different fields whereas the government staff are functionaries who move on when political changes, and often do not know the dossiers. 
· In CH no real involvement of government – 5 departments out of 7 involved to some degree, but none really – plus the complication of the different levels of government: everything is organized in such a way as to impede involvement.
3) Are alternative reports a way of controlling government action?

· In CH there is no other control mechanism for implementation (no Ombudsman for example) and so the alternative report is a means of keeping the government in check. 

· The way the countries are organized politically (various levels of responsibility and often little coordination)  hinders implementation (CH, D, Austria).

· In CH need for a plan of action: this is also a way of checking the government’s progress.
4) Child participation 

· Child participation and family participation are central and have to be enhanced (Austria)

· Everyone is in favour of child participation but we are not succeeding: being nice to children is not enough; need to work at deeper levels
· Poverty and immigration are  central problems of children today ; in Germany one child out of 6 is poor. One cannot speak of child participation nor of children’s rights without taking this into account.
5) Conclusion of the round table and future plans:

· Austria: focus on changing the Austrian constitution so as to integrate child rights. Need to work hand in hand with media and to understand that this is a very slow and long process that will take years 

· Switzerland: the Coalition will push the government to develop a plan of action. The government seeks to move ahead with the NGOs but it is necessary to maintain pressure continually
· Germany: focus on putting children in the centre of all actions including integrating child rights into the German constitution. 
Conclusions

1) NGO alternative report is extremely important; necessary that it be a detailed, clear and comprehensive report. Small details are important.

2) The legal implications of State obligations are essential. Need to better understand individual rights

3) Need to mainstream child rights so as to become priorities of policy and decision-makers

4) Need to develop a plan of action, and to implement it

5) Need to reflect upon ways of better integrating children so that they really do participate

6) Need for governments to defend children and their rights, and to better understand the importance of this

7) Important to continue meeting as this exchange of ideas is very stimulating. 

