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The Junior Council of the United Republic of Tanzania is a national children’s council made up of child representatives from the ages of nine to 18. Children currently represent 22 out of the 26 Regions in Tanzania.

The Council was established by children who had taken part in the UN Special Session on Children, and who felt a more permanent, institutionalised forum of child participation needed to be put in place. The Council was established in December 2002. An executive committee was chosen, which is responsible for the day-to-day activities of the Council. Members of the Committee were chosen for a period of two years, as were the representatives of the Regions. 

Two years later, the children are clearly in charge of the Council, and confident about their role and what they are doing. This is a marked difference from the beginning, when they had a vision, but were not yet very clear about how to proceed, nor of their capabilities. The development has taken place despite the fact that, in retrospect, too little investment was made in capacity development of the children involved, in the sense of ‘formal’ training. What has been learned has been learned informally, by doing and following the example of people involved. 

Continuous process and repetition
The children met on a regular basis, going through a similar process of updating each other, discussing specific issues and agreeing on a way forward. They became familiar with the process and they themselves realized the need for certain structures, including follow up and documentation, in order to use their time effectively. 

Responsibility and accountability
At each meeting - whether of the Executive Committee or the full Council - representatives were asked to give an update of the activities in their Region, and were held accountable for the progress. It was very clear that they had the responsibility to implement their own decisions, to follow up on commitments made, and to convince others to become involved. 

Recognition and peer inspiration 
Responsibility also brings recognition for activities done. Positive feedback and acknowledgement for the efforts made, has had a real impact on the continued enthusiasm and confidence of the children. Another aspect is ‘peer-inspiration’- hearing the accomplishments of others, the results they have achieved and recognition they get - has inspired the regional representatives to set up relations with the regional authorities, to seek support from NGOs working in the region, and to work with regionally based media. Among other things, they have been slowly making the case for child participation, and this in turn has built the confidence of the children involved and their belief in their own capabilities. 

Adult support
The process has been quite dependent on the support of adults. Most children are in one way or another connected with an NGO working for and/or with children. The level of commitment and conviction of the adults concerned makes a lot of difference. One of the positive side effects of the Council meetings has been the increasing support of the adults involved. Though they attend meetings strictly as chaperones, efforts are made to have a parallel programme for the adults (for example on the latest policy developments concerning children, or a sharing session on experiences in the region). Gradually, adults have become staunch advocates for child participation in their regions. 

It has taken two years for the children to grow into their own vision. At the end of this year some of the representatives will move on, as they are, or soon will be, 18. A new group will come. They will have the benefit of stepping into an existing structure, including the support of the chaperones and the institutions they represent, and will most likely already have been involved in regional activities. To some extent, however, they will be starting all over again. 

The main lesson learned from this process is the need for patience. Processes like these take time. This does not mean that the Council has not achieved anything in the meantime. It has been very effective in making a case for child participation at national level, and some of the regions and districts have functioning councils, supported by the regional representatives. It can, however, sometimes appear that the process is too slow. Despite this, each little step does seem to build a solid foundation for meaningful participation, with both the children and the adults involved
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