Using traditional events to promote child rights issues - Niger (2001)

In 2000, UNICEF Niger initiated a partnership with the Association of Traditional Chiefs to promote behaviour change in a traditional society with few modern media. The results after one year of collaboration exceeded expectations. This partnership constitutes a frame of reference for the use of culture and tradition to promote children's and women's rights. In 2001, UNICEF Niger strengthened this strategy by expanding the approach to traditional events and festivals. 

The strategy of working with traditional structures was pursued during 2001 with the use of traditional events and festivals to extend interventions to groups who are difficult to reach. Traditional events such as the annual Salt Cure (a festival during which nomadic herders bring their cattle to Northwest Niger to graze on mineral-rich grasses at the end of the rainy season), 'Hottoungo' and 'Gerwel' (other celebrations of nomadic herders), the Wrestling Championship and the Youth Festival were used as opportunities to spread messages on polio, malaria and AIDS prevention and girls' education in nomadic settings and to conduct vaccination and other health treatments. 

By using traditional events and festivals, it was possible was able to disseminate messages on child rights among social groups that are usually extremely difficult to reach because of their life styles. For the second consecutive year, polio vaccination reached an significant number of zero dose children (140,000), mainly nomads. There is now a growing demand for girls' education and income-earning opportunities for women. Traditional nomadic leaders have agreed to extend the minimum age of marriage to at least 14. Migrating herders are now aware of HIV/AIDS and there is an increasing demand for radio facilities in nomadic zones to enable the communities to exchange information and debate on issues that affect their lives. A number of activities around AIDS were conducted during the Wrestling and Youth festivals.

UNICEF will aim to improve this strategy through increased partnership with other agencies.  Important for the future will be the further development of an advocacy strategy for transforming traditional events into development initiatives.


