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FOREWORD

This study on the role of UNICEF in supporting the change of national frameworks to
meet the demands of the Convention has been an extremely enriching experience. It is
my hope that it will contribute to the understanding of the processes of change and the
role that UNICEF can play and that it will inspire other countries to try some new
approaches.

The reader should be aware that this is the work of a person external to UNICEF with
only limited knowledge of the internal work of the organization and that the observations

contained in the report are the result of fairly brief visits to only three countries. The
report does not pretend to convey the full story of UNICEF’s work with a rights approach

in LAC- it is rather an analysis of selected interventions whereby UNICEF has
successfully supported national reform processes inspired by the Convention. There are

surely many experiences in other countries that would also have deserved to be included.

In the case of Costa Rica and Venezuela, legal reform is very recent and reforms in other
areas are only beginning to take place. In Brazil, in the time span of the past ten years,
the process of change has advanced much further and the effects can be more clearly
seen. Even so, it is rarely possible to establish a direct causal linkage between legal
reform and other developments.

At this point in time, it is still much too early to assess the long-term impact of the rights
approach and to determine to what extent it will produce the desired effects on the
situation of the world’s children. In the coming years, it will be important for UNICEF to
continue the systematic analysis of the processes, the advances and set-backs, and to
learn how to further improve its performance.

My thanks go to Per Engebak, Regional Director for LAC, who took the initiative to this
study and gave me the inspiration and courage to accept this challenging assignment,
Carlos Mazuera, Program Officer, Social Policy Unit ,TACRO, who coordinated the
study in the smoothest possible way, always with a warm smile, Alberto Minujin and
Sawon Hong, Office of Evaluation, Policy and Planning in New York, who helped
prepare the terms of reference and provided very thoughtful comments to the draft report.
I also want to mention Dorothy Rozga, Program Division, New York, who contributed
very specific and precise comments which helped improve the report.

Finally, I want to express my appreciation to the staff of the UNICEF offices in Costa
Rica, Brazil and Venezuela who made great efforts to make my country visits useful and
willingly shared their wealth of knowledge and experience in an open and frank manner.
And without the excellent support of the three national consultants Guillermo Monge G.
in Costa Rica, Robert K. Walker, Brazil and Ofelia Russian Curiel my work could not
have been accomplished.



Elisabeth Lewin

The three countries in the study, although in many respects very different from each
other, are all middle income countries that have achieved a certain level of institutional
development and have a reasonable amount of public resources available. Other countries
in the LAC region where a rights approach has also been developed, such as those in the
Southern Cone, are also among the most developed in the region. A question that comes
to mind is whether the transition to the rights approach can be made successfully also in
less developed countries of the region and of the world. This question cannot be
answered by this study, since no such countries were included in the analysis. It can only
be assumed that where the legal framework and justice system is weak, the institutional
framework less developed and national budgets more restrained, the transition would
have to be more gradual and encounter more difficulties.
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 The Convention — A Conceptual Framework

Ten years of discussion were required to construct the Convention on the Rights of the
Child (Convention/CRC), but its positive effects were obvious even before its approval by
the General Assembly in November 1989. Never before was there a legal document with
such potential for change. However, during the first years after its adoption, the CRC was
perceived more as a solemn declaration of human rights for children and a basis for global
advocacy than as an instrument for new programming strategies. The emphasis was on the
commitments made at the World Summit for Children and on the National Plans of Action.
Child rights were not yet perceived as the conceptual and legal framework it is today.

The principal mandate of the Convention is to ensure the rights of all children and
adolescents to integrated development. They all have an inherent right to life, survival and
development and it is the obligation of the State to ensure conditions for the fulfillment of
their rights. In practical terms this implies that the State must ensure access to basic
services and equal opportunity for all children and adolescents. Rights are universal and no
distinction is made with regard to the social standing of children; however, it is clear that
special attention must be paid to the socially disadvantaged. The State, community, family
and individuals share the responsibility for the protection and fulfillment of child rights and
the Convention calls for an active role of each one of them.

The central concepts of the Convention are the inherent nature, indivisibility and
interrelation of the rights. It encompasses three basic principles:

1) the citizenship of children and adolescents — as subjects of civil, social and political
rights;

2) the best interests of the child - understood as a guarantee for effectively protecting all
these rights; and

3) the principle of non-discrimination meaning that actions or omissions that deny rights
on the basis of gender, race, ethnicity or nationality are unacceptable.

The CRC has been ratified by all countries in the region. This has paved the way for a
process of legal, institutional and policy reform aimed at building a culture of respect for
child rights. Such processes are ongoing in all countries of the region, but at different rates
and intensity. By signing and ratifying the Convention, States commit themselves to bring
the principles of the Convention into practice. At the same time, signatory States are
provided with a framework for developing an agenda for children. Moreover, the
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Convention constitutes a common reference against which progress can be assessed and
results compared.

The transition to a child rights approach implies an important change of values and
principles of the entire society. It has to take place in a cultural framework where children
and adolescents can express their views and demand their rights, where they are listened to
and respected as citizens. It is not an easy road to travel and - as is the case with any
process entailing profound change — fear and resistance are encountered along the way.
There is progress, but also setbacks. It is a long-term process that has only just begun.

1.2 Human Rights and Development

Human Rights constitute the foundation of the work of the United Nations and have been
identified by the United Nations Charter as one of the three basic purposes of the
Organization. It is therefore not an option but an obligation for all parts of the UN System
to place Human Rights at the very center of their agenda. In recent years, in connection
with the UN Reform the Secretary-General has emphasized once again that the
advancement of human rights needs to be integrated into all principal United Nations
activities and programs.1

Indeed, Human Rights have become of increasing concern for different parts of the UN
System. A case in point is UNDP which in its policy document Integrating Human Rights
with Sustainable Human Development pronounces: “As a development organization,
UNDP should focus on promoting human rights, primarily through support for the
development of national capacity in programming countries and through sustainable human
development activities. The approach.....recognizing the mutual dependency and
complementarity of sustainable human development and social, economic, cultural, civil
and political rights”.

As for UNICEF, in the last decade the organization has become a key actor in the field of
children’s human rights. The major signal of its role in human rights came in the
Convention where the organization is identified as a major partner in the implementation
process and given the mandate to promote changes in member countries to comply with the
Convention.2 Human rights are not simply an “attachment” added to development. On the
contrary, they need to inform and guide development policies; human development is only
meaningful and sustainable when designed to ensure the realization of human rights.3

Besides UNICEF, several other United Nations bodies are increasingly involved in
children’s rights: ILO has gained renewed interest in the area of child labor; UNHCR has
adopted guidelines for refugee children, and UNECSO is developing work in the field of
human rights education for children. However, a difference is that for UNICEF, the concept
of child rights is not just one of many concerns, but represents the essential value of the
mandate and, in fact, the identity of UNICEF.4

0.2
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1.3 UNICEF’s Mandate

In its Mission Statement in 1996, UNICEF declared that its work be guided by the
standards and principles established by the Convention and mandated the organization to
advocate for the protection of children’s rights and strive to establish them as enduring
ethical principles and international standards of behavior. In 1998, UNICEF explicitly
mandated its country offices to take a humanrights-based approach to programming
(EXDIR/98/004). The Convention has thus become the framework which guides
UNICEF’s mission, as well as its relations with governments, civil society and other
agencies within the UN system. Through the Convention the focus has changed in an
important way: from meeting children’s needs to the realization of children’s rights.

This being said, it should be understood the rights approach is not something entirely new
and different. While no doubt profoundly inspired by the Convention, it is also in part an
evolution of existing policies, previous experiences and lessons learned. As is stated in the
EXDIR/ 98/004, “... rights-based programming does not mean that everything we do must
change. In fact, the policies and programs of cooperation supported over the last 20-30
years are very largely consistent with what the CRC and CEDAW mandate. Adopting a
human rights approach simply means that we look to the “value-added’ that the general
principles and specific standards of the Conventions can provide”.

The ethical attitude of the Convention implies a renewed commitment for UNICEF to
intervene as an advocate for children, to stand on their side in times of peace and war, to
promote consensus, encourage action, advocate in favor of the most disadvantaged and
shed light on the forgotten. Thus, where there is passivity, UNICEF will recall the legal
commitment made by States to abide by the Convention and ensure its implementation.
When children are absent from the political or social agenda, UNICEF will to act as a
catalyst and promote children as a priority. When children’s rights are threatened or
neglected, UNICEF needs to voice its concerns and encourage action.

1.4 Adoption of the Rights Approach in the LAC Region

The Latin American and Caribbean Region (LAC) has clearly taken alead in this process.
There, tangible effects of the Convention were felt long before the approval by the General
Assembly. It is worth mentioning that in several countries it was neither the governments,
nor UNICEF, but civil society that pioneered the use of the Convention as an advocacy
tool. In Brazil, the children’s and women’s movements had been fighting successfully for
child rights to be included in the new Constitution adopted in 1988, so it was only natural
that they quickly made the Convention theirs. In Venezuela, NGOs working forthe defense
of child rights, have been the main agents for dissemination of the Convention.
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