Social Investment for Children

Childhood concerns- the view not always heard

By: Brandon DM Allwood
Children are the most important resource of any country- so investing in them should be one of the foremost priorities of any government. There are many programmes put in place by government to make sure that children’s rights to care and protection, education, and health are being met. How do we know what is happening? Are children benefiting? Do we need to change anything? From time to time we must take a closer look to see how well programmes are working and what else needs to be done.

As a child myself using the Convention’s definitions and as a Youth Advocate for the Jamaica Coalition on the Rights of the Child, I would like to share some of our concerns and by our I mean other children and youth in Jamaica. 

In a perfect world, children should not have to worry about social conditions like poverty, education, violence, and the state of a country’s economy. However, we do not live in a perfect world, and young people are mindful of what is happening in the wider society. Although children make up a little more than a third of the population, it is estimated that half will not successfully pass the secondary education level, and it seems that without the help of lending institutions-including the Students’ Loan Bureau- access to university would be an elitist opportunity, in this 21st Century democratic society. Young people are very concerned about how they will access university education, especially now since speculations that the government will stop providing subsidiaries to the institutions have reached the ears of the public. The U.W.I’s Dr. Michael Witter’s current analysis in the government’s fiscal expenditure states that the quality of our education is less than children receive in other Caribbean countries that spend less money on education, and certainly less than the modern Jamaican labour force requires. My own school is satisfying, and my curriculum is challenging, sometimes too challenging. But I am told that this will make me better. My teachers are qualified, but underpaid, and thus they are not motivated to put in their all. 

Extra–curricular activities in no shortage at Kingston College; however I have friends outside of the scope of the grandeur of Kingston College. When I tell them about my opportunities at KC, tears sometimes well up in their eyes. It is sad that some schools are given more attention than others, just because they are ‘name-brand’. I am happy for the opportunities, but I grieve for those who don’t have the same. It is indicative of what happens in the wider society; and I do not believe that any inequalities at all should exist in schools. Each school should have the similar standard, and should have similar opportunities. We believe that the government must pay serious attention to this area.

Sometime during my preparation, I was asked if I fear for my own future and that of my friends if investments aren’t made. The answer was a resounding yes, and my friends share the same sentiment. What if when we are ready to go to university, it is not affordable? What if the programmes are decreased, what if the standard (like most other things in this country) decrease. What if GCT goes up another 1.5% next year, and the next, and the next? What happens when the government decides that income tax should be increased? What happens to the many who will fall through the cracks, to become the future dons and ‘shottas’? What happens then? Will I become the attorney I want to be, or will I die before doing so. Will I bury my mother, or will she have to bury me? At this point, I don’t think I will even have a better life than my parents, and most my friends share the same sentiment, with respect to their situations, challenges, and ambitions. Have you noticed that the government rarely consults those who its policies really affect? Childhood affects children, yet very few people consider children as experts on childhood and appreciate us, and our opinions.

The lack of economic growth is another of our concerns. This concern is linked with two other of our concerns, health and poverty. The fact that services in the health industry are way below par affects everyone- right across the board- but more so the children who will not get the required attention to keep them healthy, or even the gunshot victim who will wait at the hospital door until the nurse decides to call a doctor. Poverty must be eliminated, and it is our view that there is not enough being done to do so. Our leaders talk about eradicating the problem, but they are simply not enough is being done. With this lack of growth, young people are not certain they want to work in Jamaica. Greater investments must be placed in the economy. Throughout my 16 years of life, I have seen little improvement in the communities in which I have lived. From inner-city Lincoln, to the stereotyped ‘uptown’…but all is the same. I have never met a political representative, neither my mother, or my older brother, or my father. I have lived in the same constituency for 9 years, and not once have I met the Member of Parliament. 

One thing that has not escaped the eyes of anyone in this country is the obvious crime problem. The children of this country are crying. Not only for our slain mother or father, but we are also crying because our friends and classmates are being viscously murdered. Crime is no longer an ‘issue’ that affects me but not you. It is a problem that affects all, and a crisis that has our country buckling at the knees. The government is trying, but they need to do a whole lot more. What kind of future can any country have if its ‘future’ is being barbarously murdered? In one week, 6 children were murdered. If that trend was to be continued, more that 300 children would have been murdered. MORE THAN 300 CHILDREN…and thinking about those who have and will die in motor vehicle accidents, committing suicide, and kidnappings, one can safely say that our country is in deep, deep trouble.

We realise that the government is making the effort, and we commend the appointment of Mrs. Mary Clarke as the Children’s Advocate, and the establishment of the Child Development Agency, and the National Youth Service, but we however beg the Prime Minister-designate Hon. Mrs. Portia Simpson Miller, and the Minister of Finance and Planning, the Hon. Dr. Omar Davies to remember that it is us children who will be the leaders of this country one day, we will be sitting in your sea, and we will be what you make us and that is what we will put into the nation…so please think about us and when you do your budget.

