GIRL SPEAKERS at the High Level Roundtable on “Elimination of all forms for discrimination and violence against the girl child”, 51st CSW, 3:00-6:00 pm Conference room 2 and 3

Voices of young people
I am so honored and happy to participate in this significant meeting. Thank you for giving me the opportunity to talk on behalf of all young people and to share with you our views and recommendations  on what can be done to eliminate discrimination and violence against the girl child.
I would like to share with you the views and recommendations of over 1,300 young people from 59 countries and 8 regions on discrimination and violence against girls. They are presented in the report called “It’s time to listen to us!” These views were collected through a survey and discussion groups carried out over the last three months. 90 per cent of the participants were under 20 years of age and more than half were girls. The children and young people who participated in the discussion groups came from different backgrounds, with the majority coming from rural and marginalized populations. We ask you to read this report which is translated into all official UN languages, and carefully consider the recommendations presented by us.
The key finding of the survey is that unwritten laws still hold incredible power. Many cultural and traditional practices are responsible for violations of girls’ rights. The most frequently mentioned practices in the report were dowry and bride price, child and forced marriages, son preference, “machismo”, and the female work burden.
Young people identified the victimization of girls and the lack of awareness of their rights as major causes of discrimination and violence. They also recognized that education is one of the most powerful methods of eliminating violence and discrimination against girls. “If a girl is denied her right to attend school, she is robbed of her chance to develop the necessary skills. She is starved of any future opportunity to be economically independent. She is forced to stay at home, and, in the end, her voice in the community is lost. She ends up feeling silenced and alienated from her community, making it impossible for her to voice their opinions and needs, and she becomes invisible”. 

The young people are however saying that invisibility can happen anywhere and it is not limited only to the developing countries. Even in the developed counties, “where girls and boys seem to be treated equal, people are blinded by the belief that everything is perfect. The bad conditions in other countries are seen as nightmares, but almost nobody notices that we have invisible and voiceless girls among us as well.”

Young people identified the victimization of girls and the lack of awareness of their rights as major causes of discrimination and violence. We also recognize that education is one of the most powerful methods of eliminating violence and discrimination against girls.

Children and young people see the responsibility for the protection and rights of girls in the hands of many, including governments, families, communities, civil society, and NGOs. It is only through a collaborative approach involving all of these partners that the protection and empowerment of girls can be realized. However we, young people, see that the primary responsibility lies in the hands of governments. 
And when it comes to empowering girls, we see ourselves as part of the solution. The message of young people is clear: We want more representation in the groups that interact with the political and legal decision makers to ensure that the rights of girls are considered and respected.
The recommendations to our governments are:

Respect and enforce laws that protect girls. Governments should be much more direct and clear when formulating laws about the rights of girls and make sure they are consistent with international conventions, leaving little or no room for different interpretations. Law enforcement agencies need to ensure laws are respected in every part of the country, especially in rural areas. Violations against girls should be more severely punished. 
Invest in and increase access to education for all girls.  “Every girl should get an education”.  This was our top recommendation. Governments need to allocate more resources and ensure all girls have access to quality education. Education is the key, to both empowerment and to increased knowledge about human rights. 
Create gender-positive media messages. Governments should partner with NGOs to run media campaigns that raise awareness about the rights of girls, and broadcasts positive images of girls and women. Messages need to reach rural and marginalized areas and should be created in partnership with local communities.

Build the capacity of local leaders to identify and protect invisible girls. Governments should roll out training programs that build the capacity of parents, teachers, social workers, and other community members to identify invisible girls. They should also create programs and solutions that allow girls from different backgrounds to come together in safe and supportive spaces. 
Support community organizations working in this area. Governments should provide more resources to community-based organizations, especially youth organizations. Support youth organizations and networks to implement peer-to-peer and non-formal education. Governments should partner with and invest resources in youth organizations that engage, educate and empower their peers. 
Today at opening of the 51st Commission on the Status of Women, we call on governments to hear the ideas and concerns of the girls and boys themselves. Our report shows that children and young people have strong opinions on how they want to shape their own future. We ask you to read our Report called “It is time to listen to us!” There are close to 200 girls, boys, and young people participating in this meeting. Give us, girls, boys and young people, a chance to participate in making decisions on issues that affect us and we will strive for change that will improve the lives of all. It is time to listen to us and to act upon it.   Thank you!
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