Participatory Situation Assessment and Planning with Children - Ghana (1999)
As part of the country programme preparation process for the 2001-2005 cycle, UNICEF in Ghana supported participatory assessment and planning sessions with children and women, especially those at high-risk. This was undertaken to obtain the perspectives, experiences and views of children and women and to incorporate them into the 1999 Situation Analysis and the subsequent programme design.

Participating groups involved commercial sex workers, HIV/AIDS peer educators, “street children” in Accra, rural women and young girls.  The exercise built on the country programme which provides support to the above mentioned groups in vocational training skills, literacy, health prevention and treatment, HIV/AIDS awareness and income generation. Fifty children gathered for one of the workshops, including girls from the streets with their  babies. The children seemed excited from the beginning and the atmosphere was relaxed and lively. Role-plays depicting the fundamental principles of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) were presented by a drama group of children who work on the street. The CRC was introduced through discussions and the use of cards. In the planning sessions, children formed six groups and discussed in-depth the issues that were most urgent to them. They analysed which rights were being violated, and, using a diagram showing the circles of responsible entities in fulfilling the rights of the child, they suggested what should be done and by whom. Although NGO staff helped guide the process, children themselves facilitated and led the discussions and presentations.

The findings from the participatory assessment and planning session were found to be useful in designing all UNICEF-supported programmes. The harshness of the situations these children and women faced came out clearly when expressed in their own words.  Low self-esteem among children at risk was a factor highlighted throughout this process. The term ‘street child’ has a negative connotation for them, making it difficult for some children to take the first step to approach shelters and support centres. Commercial sex workers and girls, especially when pregnant, commonly experience very negative attitudes from health centres and hospitals, which often deters them from seeking treatment. When young girls on the street become pregnant they commonly practice horrific forms of abortion, often with the support of their boyfriends. Teachers are not trained to counsel pregnant female students and often immediately dismiss them from school. Positive comments were however made about the training conducted for health personnel in some hospitals, along with hopes that these activities could be advanced.

The yearning for education among workshop participants was especially strong since it was identified as the way one ‘becomes human’. Many children feel that basic education is actually not as free and compulsory as Government policy states. It was revealed that some, when they were in primary school, had seen students used as labourers for the teachers, which greatly decreased the levels of learning within schools. Sexual abuse by teachers was also raised as a problem.

Parental neglect and various forms of violence in the home seemed a major reason for children and women running away to the streets or working in the commercial sex industry. In some cases, it was the parent that encouraged or forced the child into commercial sex work. Poverty is another major reason for running away. Often times, young commercial sex workers are engaging in the trade for their own children’s care or for school fees.

Children on the street are exposed to various forms of personal threat. Examples of this victimisation are hazardous work conditions, robbery and sleeping in unsheltered areas which often leads to injuries, even death. What clearly came out from the discussions was that participants felt cheated by people or friends who had encouraged them to start working on the city streets. They wished that support centres existed in their local areas, as most of them were migrants from poor rural communities.

The outcome of the assessment and planning process, as well as a declaration dubbed the

“Okplongo Declaration”, was presented at the Government of Ghana/UNICEF Annual Review

and its impact was clearly felt by all present.
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