Focus area 5: Policy advocacy and partnerships for children’s rights

Turkey - Partnerships and policy change for children

Issue

Individual projects often suffer from a lack of political support, which may reduce their effectiveness and endanger their sustainability. Moreover, the need frequently arises for work to be done in adjacent areas within a more holistic approach to children’s issues. The long-term success of Turkey’s Girls’ Education Campaign, for example, depends in part on work to improve not only education provision and access but also the quality of education and educational environments at all levels, good parenting and accurate birth registration and data collection. Meanwhile, officials are not always fully cognizant of the requirements of gender equality.  It is thus important that policy advocacy work is done to ensure that sensitivity to children’s rights and the capacity to provide and invest for them consistently becomes embedded into government thinking, legislation and planning. Benefiting from its experience and expertise, and the trust which it inspires, UNICEF aims to be an influential advocate for these goals. In the case of Turkey, the EU accession process represents an important additional opportunity to bring about change. 

Strategy

The UNICEF Country Office is placing increasing emphasis on forging and maintaining links with decision-making institutions. In a two-pronged strategy, the office has worked simultaneously with the government and with the EU, which is the major donor and political incentive for Turkey’s social reforms. Regular contacts have been held with government officials, key members of parliament and EU officials alike, these have also been provided with regular updates.

The process of developing the UN Development Assistance Framework increased the capacities of line ministries and the State Planning Organisation to conduct analytical work in order to apply a human rights-based approach to planning basic services. The Country Programme planning process was also used to develop the capacities of government counterparts to plan, monitor and implement programmes through results-based management. This year, UNICEF has deepened its relationships with municipal level actors, which are of increasing importance for social services due to the ongoing decentralization of public administration. 

Simultaneously, the Country Office also positioned itself as a technical expert on children’s rights issues vis-à-vis the EU, particularly in the areas of child protection, education and social inclusion. UNICEF has repeatedly provided technical expertise and senior level advocacy on these issues during programme development, the drafting of the EU’s annual progress report and the development of policy papers, including Turkey’s Joint Inclusion Memorandum. 

Results

The EU now represents a key partner for UNICEF in Turkey.  For the first time since 1998, the European Commission’s Annual Progress Report calls attention to children’s issues, particularly violence and abuse, girl’s education, birth registration, immunisation and improved implementation and monitoring of the new Child Protection Law.  Unlike in other pre-accession countries, the EU is to allocate resources for health and education in Turkey, in response to the large disparities in access to basic services. Already, UNICEF advocacy work has resulted in the allocation of €1.5 million from the EU’s support to Basic Education Project (SBEP) to Preschool Education. 

UNICEF has been cited by the Head of the European Union Delegation in Ankara for its provision of technical expertise. This relationship has established UNICEF as a close partner, despite the large gap in budgets.  One of the EU’s largest social assistance projects, the €100m Support to Basic Education Project, invited UNICEF to sit on its Coordination Committee and requested technical support during programme implementation (EU and UNICEF projects in this area are coordinating). EU funds have been leveraged to increase access to girl’s education and mobilise policy-makers for the protection and prevention of children living and working on the streets.   UNICEF has also been established as a provider of technical support to municipalities in socially excluded parts of the country as they implement EU municipal level grants. 

The Government is increasingly responding to UNICEF advocacy and availing itself of UNICEF expertise at the level of legislative and planning processes in the following ways:

UNICEF is frequently asked by various parliamentary committees to comment on legislative proposals, especially in the areas of child protection, child health and basic primary education. Most recently, UNICEF was asked to provide input for the 2006 budget bill with respect to child protection and education. UNICEF was also asked to review the reports of the specialist committees assigned to draw up reports on health, education and child protection feeding into the Ninth National Development Plan. The Plan is currently being drawn up by the State Planning Organisation for the 2007-2014 period, coinciding with the next EU financial perspective 

The Government has agreed to mainstream gender issues throughout the Ninth National Development Plan. This is a reflection of enhanced capacity to apply the human rights-based approach. 

The Government has also agreed to integrate an ECD strategy and goals into the Ninth National Development Plan. Work on developing the strategy, covering 2006-2010, followed the establishment of an ECD Advocacy and Communication Commission by UNICEF and its ECD partners in 2004, with UNICEF facilitation and coordination. 

Three years of cooperation with the Ministry of Justice bore fruit in 2005 when numerous improvements for children were included among amendments to the Penal Code and the Law on the Execution of Penal and Security, and a Child Protection Law was adopted. UNICEF emerged as an acknowledged think tank on legislation for children, providing technical support to Parliament as well as the Ministry of Justice.

UNICEF made a submission to the ongoing parliamentary enquiry on violence against women and children, which it is hoped will lead to a report making specific recommendations. 

A total of 557 high-level local officials from all provinces of Turkey were oriented on social indicators and data collection in 2005 in cooperation with the Ministry of the Interior. Following further activities, local authorities will start to use social indicators in preparing their plans and budgets.

For the Girls’ Education Campaign, management cooperation has been deepened in 2005 with the establishment of a technical committee. A UNICEF proposal for the conditional cash transfers (CCT) made to poor families who send their children to school to be increased for girls was accepted. It is now hoped to increase the CCT for girls in the second phase of primary education where there is a high drop-out rate. UNICEF has successfully lobbied with the Ministry of Finance and the IMF for the removal of the high rate of Value Added Tax on iodized salt. The Government has agreed to reduce the rate from 18% to 8% and is looking into the possibility of a 1% rate. This will have the effect of making iodized salt cheaper than non-iodized salt for the consumer.

Following strong advocacy by UNICEF, the broadcasting regulator RTUK (Supreme Board of Radio and Television) announced in December that protecting children from negative content on TV would be one of its priorities in 2006. RTUK is to establish a special system to alert parents about the content of programmes.

Potential implications

The accumulation of a substantial set of achievements within a short space of time suggests that there is more potential than formerly acknowledged to influence social policy in accordance with priorities for children. In addition, UNICEF can impart to national and local government a capacity to see the big picture, to employ results-based planning and monitoring, to adopt the human rights based approach and to mainstream gender, social inclusion, child participation and the Millennium Development Goals. In Turkey, this potential is enhanced by the possibility of influencing not only the government but also the EU as a major donor and multinational organisation with overlapping interests in development. 

Challenges and Future Activities

UNICEF and its partners plan to continue advocacy work on gender issues, disadvantaged groups and children’s participation in Turkey. Emergency preparedness mainstreaming is also a major goal.  A campaign will be launched to raise awareness of children’s rights concurrent with awareness-raising activities about the Millennium Development Goals and quality of life indicators.   Advocacy on their use in planning, budgeting and in determining investment needs will continue at the provincial level and be extended to the district level. Using MDG-related indicators, criteria will be established for “child friendly cities” and their introduction is planned for three large metropolitan areas. 

