[image: image1.jpg]




Violence Against Children in Europe and Central Asia
Issue Brief
Introduction

Violence against children remains a widely neglected breach of children’s rights across Europe and Central Asia, despite increasing political attention and commitments on the issue in recent years.  The region has a strong human rights framework to protect children from violence, as well as the structures and knowledge needed to move ahead.  Nonetheless, there remains a lag between commitments and results in Europe and Central Asia, with children still vulnerable and exposed to violence in its various forms and settings.

This issue brief moves ahead with the discussions and strategies from the July 2005 Ljubljana Regional Consultation for the UN Study on Violence Against Children, and the April 2006 Monaco Launching Conference of the Council of Europe (CoE) Programme “Building a Europe for and with Children” and its Action Programme on “Children and Violence.”  In particular, it draws upon experiences across the region in identifying and confronting obstacles to progress, and highlights three promising areas for action at the national level: translating legal provisions into enhanced functions, mandates and standards; building professionals’ capacity; and improving accountability.
The Regional Context on Violence Against Children 

The UN Study on Violence Against Children, drawing on the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), includes as violence:
all forms of physical or mental violence, injury and abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or exploitation, including sexual abuse.

The CRC enshrines the obligation to protect children from all violence, thus detailing fundamental rights already set out in the Universal Declaration on Human Rights and in the International Covenants on Civil and Political Rights, and Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.  Complementary obligations exist for the 46 CoE member states who have all ratified the European Convention on Human Rights, under which the European Court of Human Rights has for example condemned corporal punishment and asserted states’ responsibilities to protect children in public and private settings.  These norms are further reinforced by the European Social Charter and the Revised Social Charter, which the European Committee of Social Rights has interpreted inter alia as requiring the prohibition of corporal punishment in all settings.  Indeed, 14 of the world’s 16 countries where corporal punishment is prohibited in all settings, including the home, are in Europe and Central Asia.  Likewise, CoE member states renewed their commitment in 2005 to take specific action to promote children’s rights and to eradicate all violence against children, leading to the creation of the Action Programme on “Children and Violence” mentioned above.
A series of Europe and Central Asia intergovernmental events have reinforced such commitments to action, including the 2001 Berlin Conference, preceding and feeding into the 2002 UN General Assembly Special Session on Children (A World Fit for Children), and the 2004 Sarajevo follow-up Conference.  In addition, and as part of the global process informing the forthcoming UN Study on Violence Against Children, the July 2005 Regional Consultation in Ljubljana produced a specific set of recommendations in its “Final Conclusions.”  Nonetheless, despite this impressive array of international and regional legal frameworks, and highest level political commitments, violence against children remains a continuing challenge across the region (see text box).
Data on Violence Against Children in Europe and Central Asia
Data on the prevalence of violence is notoriously inadequate in numerous respects, including frequent and vast underreporting of incidences.  Research does suggest, however, that violence against children occurs as often in Europe and Central Asia overall as in other regions of the world.  In the home, violence claims the lives of four children under the age of 14 each day across the region, and two children die every week from physical abuse and neglect in Germany alone.
  Levels of child maltreatment deaths in Belgium, the Czech Republic, Hungary, and France are 4-6 times higher than the average for rich nations, and roughly 15 times higher in Portugal, yet for every child that dies there are many thousands more who endure years of violence and abuse.
  In schools, reflecting similar problems across the region, almost 40% of pupils ages 10-14 surveyed in the United Kingdom reported being victims of harassment, while in another study 51% of primary pupils reported that they had been bullied.
  In institutions, in a 2002 UNICEF survey of children in residential care in Romania, 37.5% of children reported receiving severe physical punishment or beatings, usually by residential care staff.
  And in the community, of the estimated 10,000-16,000 working street children in St. Petersburg, 20% to as high as 35% are involved in prostitution.  Up to 70% of all working street children in St. Petersburg are under 13 years of age, and among these, 10-30% are particularly exposed to violence due to involvement in criminal activities.
  While it remains difficult to gain a comprehensive and comparative view of violence against children in Europe and Central Asia, such glimpses show immense challenges across the main settings where violence occurs.
Europe and Central Asia has put in place strong regional legal frameworks and secured political commitments to end violence against children.  However, existing research shows that violence continues to be a grave problem.  What remains unclear is why frameworks and commitments are not stopping violence against children.  What are the missing ingredients of action?  What types of catalysts are needed to turn universally- and regionally-agreed norms and political commitments into desired results for children across Europe and Central Asia?
Regional experiences suggest a set of elements that may push accelerated action in preventing and responding to violence against children.  The first element is to bring national laws into full conformity with international and regional standards – a step requiring thoughtful upgrading of existing legal standards in a large number of countries across Europe and Central Asia.  Yet even where national law is fully harmonized with international standards, the chasm between law and results remains.  Experience to date points to the need for systematic additional steps.  These include administrative measures to operationalize national laws, through by-laws and policy directives that clearly define mandates and standards, as well as the need for systematic educational measures that ensure professional capacity and accountability within relevant systems.  Complementing these measures is the establishment of firm external accountability mechanisms at all stages.  This issue brief does not include discussion of legal review steps, but highlights three other promising areas of action as key levers for getting results in ending violence against children.

Promising Areas for Action on Violence Against Children 

1.
Translating legal provisions into clear by-laws 
Despite a scarcity of baseline data, the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia acknowledged that violence against children continued to be a widespread problem, and took a courageous step to try to understand why the problem is not properly documented and reported.  A large part of the answer laid in the need for clearer by-laws.  The Institute for Social Work and Social Policy in Skopje, working intimately with the Ministries of Labour and Social Policy, Interior, Defence, Justice, Education and Science, and Health, conducted an institutional assessment to help fill the knowledge gap on the scope of violence and on the responsiveness of the child protection system.
  After developing a specific methodology for this purpose, and in interviewing professional personnel from nearly 300 institutions responsible for different aspects of child protection, all respondents agreed that each institution should systematically identify and record cases of violence, but that they did not currently have or perceive the mandate do so.  Correspondingly, only 11% of participating institutions reported knowing whether cases of violence against children were resolved, and up to 60% of institutions reported having no knowledge about actions taken in response to reports of violence.  Beyond the need to upgrade legislation, the study concluded that existing laws needed to be broken down better into clear mandates and service standards at the programme level, particularly in terms of specific criteria to coordinate the identification, recording, referral, reporting, and treatment of cases of violence against children across sectors and institutions.
Along these lines, a number of countries in Europe and Central Asia – including Serbia and Montenegro, Armenia, Romania, and Tajikistan – have adopted explicit protocols or guidelines on protecting children from violence, which seek to translate national legal standards into functional by-laws and policy directives for practice.  Typically, these protocols expand upon the mandates and responsibilities arising under national law, such that professionals across sectors understand overall common goals, their own roles, and the basic roles of other sectors and professionals – including how to communicate and refer clearly across sectors.  Such protocols are usually binding on all service providers, including governmental, non-governmental, and private sectors, as well as on decision makers who have overall obligations to support and follow-up on related efforts.
2.
Building professionals’ capacity and ensuring internal accountability
A school violence prevention initiative in Croatia shows that even where mandates are clear at the local level – in this case, teachers’ mandates to address bullying and school violence – professional capacities need to be developed according to those mandates.  Earlier baseline data suggested that 20% of students were bullied by other children on a regular basis, and that 17% of children had deliberately harmed another child.  At the same time, as reported in the evaluation conducted by the Institute for Social Research in Zagreb, barely 1/3 of teachers saw themselves as sufficiently competent to handle these problems.
  The school violence prevention initiative was then implemented in roughly 120 schools with over 4,500 teachers (reaching over 60,000 students).  A very strong incentive element for school headmasters and teachers was the possibility of earning official recognition as a “Safe and Caring School.”  Schools successfully completing the violence prevention initiative would be publicly recognized with this title, and in fact the 50 schools that did so by the time of the initial evaluation enjoyed prominent local and national media attention – with up to 150 print articles published per month on the overall initiative.  Following the program, the majority of teachers felt competent in addressing school violence, finding the training they received to be one of the most useful elements of the entire initiative.  Consequently, results showed significant decreases in certain types of violence among children, with fewer children fearing that others would be violent with them.

In several countries in Europe and Central Asia, government agencies and associations of professionals involved in child protection systems have developed codes of practice or professional standards, in part to provide a transparent “benchmark” against which performance can be measured.  Such standards complete the link between training and accountability: they commit responsible authorities to placing only trained personnel with adequate competencies, at the same time that professionals understand clearly what is expected of them once on the job.  Failures to meet those expectations lead to intensified training, support, and supervision, or directly to disciplinary options, depending upon the nature of problems.
3.
Guaranteeing external accountability
The experience in the United Kingdom of Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Prisons demonstrates the importance of independent inspections in ensuring accountability. To guarantee independence, the Home Secretary appoints the Chief Inspector, from outside the Prison Service, for a term of five years, and the Chief Inspector reports back directly to the Home Secretary.  In a 2005 report on unannounced official inspections of four short-term immigration holding centres, all operated by a private provider under contract with the Immigration and Nationality Directorate, the Chief Inspector found that none of the centres were subject to adequate internal supervision and accountability.  Moreover, the report notes that none of the four centres had adequate child protection arrangements, that one was determined to be “completely unsuitable” to hold children, and another, at the time of inspection, was detaining an adult male arrested for a violent incident in the same holding room with a woman and her five-year old son.

In support of such models of accountability, the Committee on the Rights of the Child has consistently noted its appreciation for independent accountability mechanisms.  Several countries in Europe and Central Asia have installed independent mechanisms with the power to receive and investigate complaints directly from children, in a child-sensitive manner, and in numerous settings and contexts where violence occurs.  At the same time, one of the Committee’s most frequent recommendations to other countries is to establish precisely such mechanisms for external accountability.
Conclusion

Europe and Central Asia enjoys a strong regional human rights framework; necessary structures, knowledge, and other resources; and repeated expression of high-level political commitments to protect all children from all forms of violence in all settings.  Nonetheless, results for children in Europe and Central Asia are still lagging behind, and they remain as vulnerable to violence as in any other region in the world.  In an attempt to identify and overcome the barriers to progress, experience to date points to the need to engage in the following promising areas for action: translating legal provisions into clear by-laws; building professionals’ capacity; and guaranteeing accountability.  Taking action in these areas that flow from legal and political commitments is perhaps the first task that can lead to results.

Discussion Points

· In what ways are relevant professionals informed about implications of changes in the national law on their mandates and practices?  What measures are put in place across sectors for relevant professionals to understand and meet the clear expectation that they identify, document, refer, and report signs of violence against children?  How do mandates clarify and integrate the roles of professionals systemwide in delivering child-centered and child-sensitive services (e.g., bringing services to children but not in a fragmented way)?  How could these processes be enhanced? 
· In what ways do professionals systematically acquire competencies and skills to identify and respond to early signs of violence, including those arising from the home setting?  What measures need to be put in place to guarantee appropriate use of new knowledge and accountability in practice?  What needs improvement?  
· To what extent are children in different settings (home, school, institutions, etc.) informed about and effectively provided with safe and accessible venues to register their concerns and complaints?  How frequently do independent inspection mechanisms exercise their mandates in institutions and services for children?  Are the results known to the public and are problems promptly investigated in a child-friendly manner?
· What concrete actions can national political leaders take to pursue the priority areas highlighted in this issue brief?
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