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        Already 20 years have passed since the Catholic Church and UNICEF began working together to find a way to limit the current and especially the future impact of extreme and absolute poverty on boys and girls in Latin America and the Caribbean.

We have especially focused on 5 fields:

Survival and child development

Promotion and defense of children’s rights

Education for peace, democracy and development

Preventive education in risk situations

Pastoral / Ministry to persons living with HIV/AIDS
       The road we have traveled has provided hope and concrete answers for thousands of boys and girls, adolescents, mothers and families, through the services that the Episcopal Conferences and specific churches offer daily to the most vulnerable and needy in all of Latin America.

       The following stories are just a small sample of the work carried out during these years by UNICEF and the Catholic Church;  they are a witness to and an inspiring voice for continuing our work with the spirit for the children and adolescents in our region, that they may day by day have more “life and life in abundance.”

      To continue with this alliance is our responsibility and commitment that we enthusiastically and generously assume.

Mons. Jorge E. Jiménez C.                                      Per Egenbak                                         

Bishop of Zipaquira, Colombia                     UNICEF Regional Director  

President   of CELAM                         for Latin America and the Caribbean

Lacking a Birth Certificate condemns thousands of Latin American children to live as “Ghosts”
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San Juan de la Maguana, Dominican Republic. “My name is Rafael and my last name is Rodriguez, like my mom and my sister,” says ten year old Rafael Rodriguez, a little insecure. He does not know his father and believes that he was born in a field in Samana (North coast of the Dominican Republic). At least, that is what his mother has told him. The big questions about where he came from fail to spark his curiosity. He is a ghost. 

Actually, if the people who know him for some reason would lose site of him or forget that they knew him, ¡Puff! Rafael would disappear as if by magic. Perhaps somebody outside of his family would remember him?

 
Fortunately, some things are beginning to change in the life of this boy. This month he could enroll, for the first time, in school. This means that he now has a formal presence within the educational system, although he still does not have an official document that proves his identity. Just like him, thousands of Dominican children live in a legal limbo that denies them all their rights. They are condemned to be excluded from the society. 

A census carried out by the Secretary of Education in 2001 was very revealing: within Dominican schools there are 63,000 children “without birth certificates.” Many other undocumented children never show up in the classrooms. In that same year, The Conglomerated Study of Multiple Indicators -MICS- (the instrument to measure fulfillment of goals set by the World Children’s Summit) established that 25.4% of children below the age of five, born of Dominican parents, have never been officially documented. The statistics are alarming.

The lack of birth certificates dominated public debate during July 2002, when the Vice President of the Republic and the Minister of Education, Milagros Ortiz Bosch, announced that undocumented children would be allowed to register in the schools.

Immediately voices of dissent were raised – especially by political and academic groups. They saw the decision as a “conspiracy against the nation,” since illegal Haitian residents in the Dominican Republic could take advantage of the measure to slip their children into the national educational system. Once again the concern over illegal immigration (with the associated discrimination) endangers children’s rights, both of Dominican children and adolescents as well as Dominicans having Haitian ancestry.

Far from the contradictions stated by different sectors, which continue to be discussed in the media, Dominican President Hipolito Mejia took sides saying: “Children having Haitian ancestry cannot be prevented from registering in school because their human rights must be respected.” Since then (July 2001) the official policy is being carried out, allowing entry into the school system without additional requirements. That is why today, Rafael Rodriguez has a teacher. However, the conflict over undocumented minors continues with no sign at present of how to resolve a problem considered by the present government to be a “national priority.”

Fighting against exclusion 

The right to a name and a nationality is founded in articles 6 and 15 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights: “Every person has a right to be legally recognized and to have a nationality.” In the Children’s Rights Agreement, article 7 says: “A child shall be immediately registered after their birth and shall have the right from their birth to a name and a nationality…” However, millions of children around the world live unprotected by those precepts.
The Dominican Republic is no different. For more than a decade different international institutions and organizations have been working to further the cause of civil rights in the society. The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) sponsors programs that promote and protect the rights of children and adolescents in different Latin American and Caribbean countries. 

The campaign “For the Right to a Name and a Nationality” is one of them. It began in the year 2000 after UNICEF and the Latin American Episcopal Conference (CELAM) signed an agreement to jointly attach the problem of under registration of births. It has been estimated that in Latin America and the Caribbean about 1.2 million children each year are not registered. 

One example of what is possible can be found in the Diocese of San Juan de la Maguana, where in just the period between September and 
December 2001 5,004 children below the age of 12 were provided birth certificates. Another 14,300 received certification of their identity between June and October of 2002. All of them became actual citizens. Today their names are found on the official lists at the Ministry of Education and the official lists in the communities where they live. Obtaining their birth certificate gave them the opportunity – which they never had before – to join the world of the living, in other words, to become people of flesh and blood in the eyes of the authorities… Those 5,004 children ceased being ghosts. Still, the serious problem of a lack of documents continues troubling many other people. In the Dominican Republic the current law regarding Civil Registration is Law 659. It stipulates that before a minor is 90 days old, the parents must appear at an Office of Civil Registration (an agency of the Central Board of Elections) bringing with them proof from the health or hospital center where the birth occurred and photocopies of their personal identity cards. 

If the time period stipulated by the law to carry out this process has passed, they can avail themselves of the so-called “Late Declaration [Process],” which is twice as complicated since its requirements are difficult to meet and the expense cannot be covered by a family with very limited economic resources. 

And it is exactly here that the cocoon begins to weave itself around  undocumented individuals, turning them into ghosts within the system. They have no voice or vote and not possibility whatsoever to be taken 
into account within the social policies of the government. People who are invisible to the law are people who cannot claim their rights or those of their ancestry.
Successful experience 

Motivated by an interest to address this problem, the Catholic Church has joined in the efforts to document Dominicans. The most successful experience has occurred in the Diocese of San Juan de la Maguana, in the southern region of the country. In 1998 there were some 80,000 undeclared people in this area, according to data supplied by the Bishop of this Diocese, Monsignor Jose Grullon Estrella.

That same year, after various inter-institutional meetings, the Dominican Center for Legal and Research Advisor CEDAIL (legal arm of the Catholic Church) and the Central Board of Elections (JCE) signed an agreement to facilitate late declarations. The beneficiaries would be children below the age of twelve. UNICEF Santo Domingo collaborates with this project by financing its operations, preparing the legal documentation, disseminating educational material and carrying out workshops to train 
the volunteers doing the work. The project has been extended to the communities of Azua, Elias Pina and Dajabon with great success, as Monsignor Grullon, who also serves as the President of CEDAIL indicates:

“The volunteers contact undocumented individuals and collect their personal information on a form that is later filed at an Official Clerk’s Office. Thousands of men and women, with their children, have benefited, but the under registration continues growing in spite of their efforts.”

He says that in 1998 the JCE was able to install Civil Clerk’s Offices in the regional hospitals of Comendador, Las Matas de Farfan, San Juan de la Maguana, Azua and Barahona. “That is when the situation started to improve. For example, ten years ago, 34% of the people in those communities did not declare [births] and through these efforts we have been able to reduce that percentage to 11.48%.” He stated that in the last eleven years some 150,000 people have obtained birth certificates through the Diocese of San Juan de la Maguana. 
To this victory can be added other small battles won by the agencies working in the campaign “For the Right to a Name and a Nationality,” but there is no doubt that to win the war against the lack of civil documentation a lot more is needed. Maybe even the intervention of a “divine” force is needed to end the apathy that surrounds the authorities responsible for guaranteeing human rights in the country. 
Evils still to be addressed 
There are no reliable statistics regarding the number of people lacking identity papers in the Dominican Republic. However, estimates by CEDAIL mention that in the Southern communities there are 50,000 people who have no birth certificate.

Age restrictions imposed by the Central Board of Elections on the work carried out by CEDAIL prevents adolescents over 12 years of age to normalize their legal status. 

“In the late declaration the requirements are the same as those for adults: the parents have to look for witnesses who can confirm the birth of the minor and, although it sounds absurd, request certifications that the child was not born in any of the other municipalities of their province,” explains Miguel D´Oleo, member of the Social Pastoral of the Diocese of San Juan de la Maguana.

For these reasons, the late declaration involves a cost of some RD $800.00 (US$45.00), an impossible sum for families with very limited economic resources. Monsignor Jose Grullon Estrella says that he has brought the problem up with the Central Board of Elections                                   without coming to any resolution:

“As a representative of CEDAIL I asked the President of the JCE to restate the requirements for late declarations so that in this way the processing of hundreds of cases could be speeded up, but they have never given me an answer. In reality, conversations stopped more than a year ago.”
Another factor complicates the problem of lacking documentation is the overarching issue of Haitian immigration to the Dominican Republic. Prejudices were in evidence when in 1999 CEDAIL, UNICEF and the JCE had to postpone carrying out the “National Campaign to Register Children from 1-12 Years of Age” due to a campaign to discredit the effort by “ultra nationalist sectors.” Those groups saw late declarations as a means for Haitians to gain Dominican citizenship. Monsignor Grullon advised that this was a misunderstanding that would continue permeating public opinion. “In the Dominican Republic when somebody talks about people who are undocumented many people tend to think about illegal Haitians. Many people say that “the Church wants to give papers to Haitians” and that is not the way it is, since there are many, many Dominicans in the country without birth certificates.” He explains that the work that the Catholic Church is doing is limited to facilitating the official declaration of those born within the national territory. 

“People born in Haiti must register in their own country. Those born in the Dominican Republic must appear before the Civil Clerk’s offices of the JCE. What is inadmissible is the denial of a nationality”. 

Despite the difficulties, the results speak for themselves. Children documented by the Dominican Center for  Legal  and Research Advisor Center (CEDAIL) between June of 2001 and October 2002 have their birth certificates and are officially enrolled in schools, like Rafael Rodriguez, the Samana boy who this month has a teacher and who still is not curious to discover his origin. The truth is that he also is not especially excited to be in school. He seems to prefer being anonymous. There is no question that he is a ghost….but a ghost with a first and last name.

The experience of San Juan de la Maguana proves that to guarantee the right to a name and a nationality does not need a miracle. What it takes are effective public policies and the articulation of the community as an entity for claiming rights. “If we want to, we can. The right to a name is an inalienable right,” Monsignor Grullon emphasizes. 

The right to have rights …
Children are one of the segments of the population whose rights are most abused by social marginalization. It has been calculated that currently some 82 million children below the age of twelve live below the poverty line. Taking this into account, the Latin American Episcopal Conference (CELAM) and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) are joining forces to carry out different programs directed at protecting the social rights of children and adolescents and their families in Latin America and the Caribbean.
Through the Campaign “For the Right to a Name and a Nationality,”                                                      materials have been produced to promote and mobilize volunteers in addition to carrying out eleven Civil Registration operations in dioceses of the Catholic Church throughout the national territory. 

Thanks to those efforts, thousands of Dominican children have been placed before the eyes of the State. That gives them a chance to be taken into account within the economic and social policies that governmental authorities carry out. We are talking about thousands of children that now find themselves on the road of citizens, in other words, today are the subject to rights and responsibilities.


*Tania Polanco has a degree in Journalism from the Catholic University in Santo Domingo (La Universidad Católica Santo Domingo). She is especially interested in doing investigative reporting about children. In 2001 she was nominated for the Latin American Journalism Prize.

* Press Report: Tania Polanco

A Different Guatemala … a Never Again Guatemala
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Guatemala City.  “We want to transmit to new generations a historical memory of the internal armed conflict, so that knowing what happened they may learn from the mistakes and struggle so that it never happens again,” says Patricia Ogaldes, a young professional responsible for one of the most important efforts that the Office of Human Rights of the Archbishop of Guatemala (ODHA) is making together with the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF).

What are we looking for? Patricia asks herself, while she and her colleagues look over the enormous task they have undertaken. Cristian Ozaeta jumps in and confidently states: “We are trying to develop pedagogical materials for primary school teachers and for the first three years of basic education whereby a culture of peace can be built based on historical memory and civic values.”

Cristian is a communicator and specialist in pedagogical mediation. To him and other colleagues falls the task of translating into simple and friendly language a good part of the information that is gathered in the reports “Guatemala: Never Again” from the project for the Recover Guatemala`s Historical Memoir (REMHI), and “Guatemala, silent memory” of the Committee for the Clarification of History (CEH), as well as the Pastoral Letter “A True Peace is Urgent” from the Guatemalan Episcopal Conference.  The project is based on those documents and on the Peace Agreements. Fortunately, in this “titanic” task as they themselves describe it, they have been able to rely on the technical assistance of UNICEF and its valuable contributions from a multidisciplinary team that participated in the validation technique.

“With this pedagogical proposal,” Patricia notes, “we are taking into account the recommendations of the CEH Report, which clearly indicated that national reconciliation and harmony would require a profound effort at cultural transformation. This could only be accomplished through an active policy of educating for peace.”  It is indispensable, the report indicates, that the past be known and responsibility for it assumed and that the causes and extent of the violence unleashed be understood. The CEH considers that historical memory, individual and collective, forms the basis for the national identity.

More than a finished proposal, it is a contribution so that we may continue building processes for reflection leading us to transformation. By sharing it with groups of children and/or young people, we hope that the horrors experienced during this long period of internal armed conflict shall `never again´ be repeated. From that comes the name of the proposal: “We are educating ourselves so that ‘never again´.… ”  

Why do we educate ourselves so that ‘never again’?

The report “Guatemala: `never again´” by the Interdiocesan project REMHI, concluded that many of the massacres, the violence against children were not only a part of the violence against the community, but were specifically intended. In other words, those children were themselves the direct targets for armed attacks; they were not just accidental victims. The same report indicates that many children and young people were present in nearly all of the testimonies gathered, whether as witnesses to many of the violations of human rights or by having suffered directly through their own experiences of violence and death.

The report notes that more than 20,000 children below the age of 14 were witnesses to torture, threats and other crimes committed against their parents, family members or other people.   

All the people who testified, in addition to telling about their experiences of violence, also presented their claims and evaluations about what should be done to prevent that such destruction and contempt for life should ever again be repeated.  That is why it is so important, the REMHI report itself notes, that the results of the research into the past be made public and be returned through testimonies and pedagogical materials that provide some symbolic recognition of the experience received in the testimonies, a systematization of the deeds and the effects of violence, thus dignifying the victims of it.

The report maintains that “those methods of recovering the memory must help explain, clarify and understand what happened within what is possible. They should define lessons and conclusions for the present, giving a sense of the experience and reconstruct deeds emphasizing the positive aspects for the collective identity.…”

Sustaining hope

The pedagogical proposal of the ODHA specifically seeks to rescue hope. That is one of its principles. The road to peace is full of obstacles.  Right now people don’t believe it is possible to change things.  In that context it is necessary for the educational activity to facilitate reflection and to sustain hope as a necessary condition to building the future, Ozaeta indicates.

Dialogue and understanding are also essential as well as considering conflicts as learning opportunities with potential for transformation. Finally, he says, it deals with the fact that children and young people must learn to question, based on an analysis and reflection of their own reality.

Cristian Ozaeta explains that the methodology suggests starting from a personal experience.  “It is interesting that starting from an event that they have experienced or has been told to them, a process for dialogue and reflection can be created.” The dialogue will be nurtured, of course, by information from experts and the reports supporting the pedagogical material.

But maybe the most important thing, Cristian and Patricia note, is the commitment, the moment when children and young people ask themselves “What are we going to do so that this never happens again?” “What values must we develop so that this never occurs again?” “What values do we need to develop to build peace?”

“Speaking of values,” Cristian remarks, “is a combination of items that also constitute a guide to basic civic values: self-esteem, the truth, respect and tolerance, the capacity for dialogue, justice, cooperation and solidarity. What we want to develop is the critical capacity of children and young people in the face of the current value system and to promote creation of the fairest forms for living together. In this process, their participation is basic. In fact, they are the protagonists, the future leadership.”   

A different Guatemala

The Catholic Church’s interest is not only centered on awareness of the historical memory, but in an understanding of the causes behind the internal armed conflict, in a reflection upon the pain and fear, the loss and the tragedy.   Interest is also centered on creating a new type of citizen, more committed, more aware of their own reality, capable of  influencing and making changes toward building a different Guatemala.

For that reason, the Church also is making a complimentary effort having great impact. This is the “Different Guatemala, political determination and historical memory” project that the Social Pastoral of the Guatemalan Archdiocese is doing. UNICEF is working with them on this by providing technical assistance and financing.

“Guatemala lacks young, adolescent leaders who can serve as good examples for generations of children. Their current role models are negative, leaders who normally are members of youth gangs called “maras,” says Glenda Mejia, an official with UNICEF in charge of a program for adolescents. For that reason, she adds, rescuing the energy and creative capacity of the young people is essential. This is done through a process of leadership formation, in order to produce more solidarity, greater social sensitivity and transformational capacity in young people. 

The negative leaders to whom Glenda Mejia is referring have been creating a growing network of young gangs – better known as “maras” – especially in the urban centers. Their illegal activity varies and can be expressed very violently through vandalism, assault and assassinations. One of the causes is poverty. According to the National Report on Human Development for 2002, 57 of every 100 Guatemalans live in poverty.  The majority of the poor are Indians, women and young people.

The initiative of the Social Pastoral is to try to rescue those leaders as positive leaders. It sees them as people who live in communities, but who have not found a way where they can express themselves and participate.

Project coordinator Ester Acevedo explains that they are working with 850 young people in the departments of Sacatepequez and Guatemala - in the central zone of the country. These young people have stood out by their leadership qualities in their parishes or educational communities.

The strategy consists of developing capabilities and skills in young people, beginning by trying to elevate their self-esteem. The programme helps them to analyze and understand the importance of personal commitment and to internalise values such as a respect for life, justice, peace and dignity. In a second phase, they are given tools for organization, planning and leadership and are also taught about human rights and historical memory.

“It has been two years of hard work, successes and failures, but the results can be seen and are very positive,” says Víctor Cute, one of the Social Pastoral’s teachers. “This year we hope that these young people will begin to influence others, act as citizens, proposing solutions to the problems they have previously identified.”

In the community of San Antonio, in zone 6 of Guatemala City, young people organized a “round table” on the topic of the lack of citizen security. “This is the topic that most interests them and most concerns them, especially the proliferation of ‘maras’,” noted Víctor. At the same time, he expressed his satisfaction because these young people began putting into practice what they learned in the training workshops. They are beginning to search on their own for spaces for participation within society. There is a long road ahead, and no doubt the results will only be seen over the long run. The important thing now is to continue fighting the good fight and to not falter or cease in our efforts to make a new society, composed of children and young people, aware of their past, building their future, convinced that Guatemala can be a different society, a society of peace and reconciliation where each and every one of its citizens can enjoy a dignified and decent life.

______________________________________________
1. Ana Cristina Castañeda has her degree in Journalism from the University of San Carlos in Guatemala. She won the National Journalism Price given by UNICEF in 1991. Currently she is and advisor and supports different agencies in the design and implementation of communications strategies..

*Photos: UNICEF Honduras Country Office.
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Faces of the Children’s Friendship School

Portraits of an Inspiring Reality 19-3-03

A few months ago, we read and heard about some high officials from the government and other entities who visited schools in Santa Ines and San Jose, located in the municipality of Ayapel, Cordoba Department, a northern region of Colombia. That area has a long tradition of cattle raising. Leading the delegation was Dr. Lina Moreno de Uribe, wife of the President of the Republic; Monsignor Julio Cesar Vidal, the Bishop of the Diocese of Monteria; Manuel Manrique, UNICEF's Representative in Colombia; Jose Maria Lopez, the Governor of Cordoba, and other local officials and authorities.

Beyond the excitement that the arrival of the authorities generated, something caught our eye that can only be found by looking where one normally does not look.

Smiles in the midst of war

In the first place, these schools are different from those normally found in rural areas or even in larger cities around the country. They are more like “living spaces” where children’s rights are fostered and protected. From a perspective of rights, they contribute to the children’s holistic development and well being, thus focusing on a model of democratic participation. 

Smiling children study and play, dancing happily. Clearly they are well fed and healthy. Their uniforms are clean and their books are in good condition. A friendly and likeable teacher sits down in the school and explains in a simple and logical way that integration and coherence are strategic elements of the Friendship School in terms of inclusion, permanence and scholastic success. She notes that using these as the fundamental strategic axis, the educational process is applied to shaping the conscience of the students, their respect for the rights of others, participation, mobilization of the community, creativity and daily practices. 

Ayapel's schools are some of the 161 schools
 benefiting more than 28,000 students
, by which UNICEF
 supports different associated agencies in order to help children displaced by the armed conflict affecting that country. In 2002, through an agreement with the Latin American Episcopal Conference –CELAM- and in some cases with the local Secretaries of Education, UNICEF contributed more than one million dollars to transform 23 schools into Friendship Schools. These benefit more than 2,000 children who previously had dropped out or simply did not attend class because the system was unfriendly. 

The teacher also points out other indispensable elements, such as scholastic endowment, improvement of the building, “luxury” bathrooms for the children, geometrical tables, pedagogical materials, and the curriculum which is community- oriented, participative, inter-relational and with communications components. Health care, psychological recovery necessary for mental health, nutrition and hygiene, are articulated and carried out in daily practice. These results are all obtained with displaced victims of the armed conflict, something that would be surprising if it were not precisely the   outcome intended by the educational strategy of the Friendship School. Hopefully, these enviable results can be replicated in other areas of the country, since children learn what is necessary to develop their greatest potential, through participation and taking advantage of the capacity to act as a community involved in their own evolution.

This school changed my life

One of those witnessing the visit is a countryman whose own face reflects a mixture of hope and suffering. From the lines in his face, he appears to be 60. By his build and discretion one could tell that he is a grandfather full of experience and wisdom acquired through a hard life.

His personal experience with the Friendship School, more than a story provides an uplifting experience:

- I live right here, in front of the school, in that little yellow and green house. Inside is a new building. Our house was poor. One day one of the children asked me:

- Grandpa, why can’t we have a little house like the school? 

- That question really hit me. My eyes filled up with tears. I always had thought that a house for a poor person like me ought to have a dirt floor and that we didn’t have any right to have a stove mounted on bricks. 

The children are orphans. Political violence claimed their parents, my son and my daughter in law.…

What I was hearing was a challenge from the child.

Those words were really hard for me to digest. Without answering my grandson, I walked alone over to this school, and I looked at it slowly, with its nicely painted walls, its floor covered in colored tiles, the new, high roof protecting the children’s smiles, new, clean “luxury” bathrooms. And standing there, alone, crying, I made a promise to God and I determined myself to as soon as possible even if it would be just a small room, make something like that school.…

Friendship Schools are built according to standards of basic hygiene and from the perspective of their purpose. 

…The old man paused a moment, as if collecting his thoughts. He looked at the house and dried his tears. After a moment, he continued.

- And so, instead of sitting around in the afternoon playing dominoes with my friends wagering the little money that I had, I set about looking for additional work. I found it selling ice cream and popsicles. I didn’t indulge myself in those little luxuries that we poor people sometimes allow ourselves, such as a little beer occasionally…. With those sacrifices, I saved my money and could get what my grandson wanted.…

With these savings I myself built not, one, but two little rooms, just like the school. Now I am aiming to have a house just like the school…. Next will be the bathrooms….

He got more and more excited and inspired as he continued.

- This school was an inspiration for a child and changed the life of this old man who decided to end his life in a different way. It is an example of how if we put our minds to it, with the help of God we can get what we want. That “kid” made me think that we could get what we wanted. I had grown accustomed to my hut and the huts of my neighbors. But my little grandson had a dream and that dream became a challenge for me. That’s why I love this school, because of what it has done for my grandchildren, but especially for me. Through the training I learned to think before I speak. Through what the psychologist has done for us, the bitterness and sadness over what happened to my son is now a thing of the past. I have improved in what they call self-esteem. I wanted to find it, but the psychologist says it is not something you find, but something that happens. -

He is not the same person he was before. The school came to teach the children, but has become a place where everybody learns new things and enjoys it. The doors are always open. Maybe it is the only school that nobody dares vandalize, because if they did, the community would punish them. 

Coming from different directions, at a crossroads

This story began 25 years ago. A journalist by the name of Consuelo Cepeda was contacted by UNICEF to document on camera the reality of the Friendship Schools. She was working on a television program which is still popular: “ALL OF US TOGETHER ARE COLOMBIA.” It shows the reality of the country through reports, chronicles, and documentary descriptions. Having won many prizes for its topics and values, it broadens people’s awareness about their country. On one of her trips, Consuelo met a little 12-year-old girl whose intelligence, vivacity, and facility with language indicated her leadership potential. Although only twelve years old, this girl was speaking with clear ideas and extraordinary confidence. She was chosen to talk about how the children of Ayapel were living 25 years ago. At one point, the journalist asked her about her dreams for the future. Without a moment’s hesitation, the little girl said: “I want to be a teacher so that everybody can learn to freely say what they think.” Those words never left the mind of the young reporter.

Twenty-five years went by. Each one went her own way. As a successful professional journalist, one of them had to pass through many battles to advance her career and specialization. The other, a leader in her region, dedicated herself to studying education and carrying out the dream of providing her countrymen and the children of her village with a better education and the security to be able to speak their ideas without fear. The young teacher was bent on her countrymen having the same rights she obtained through such tremendous effort and sacrifice.

A few months ago, at the request of UNICEF, Consuelo visited Ayapel once again, to document by camera the experience of the Friendship School. She had no idea of the surprise awaiting her.

In the Baby Jesus of Prague Friendship School, today the director is a young woman full of the same vitality, confidence, ease and ability with words that Consuelo remembered having seen in a little girl who once told her that one day she wanted to be a teacher. Consuelo commented about it and the friendly teacher, upon seeing the television camera, vaguely remembered a journalist who once interviewed her for a television program which she never saw because her home had no television. 

The two of them looked at each other in silence and after a pause of recognition and digging among their memories; each one formulated the same question, without daring to ask the name of the other …

- What is your name? –asked the teacher -

- I am Consuelo Cepeda, a journalist.

- I am Argelis, the little girl that you interviewed so many years ago. I couldn’t see the program! Today I am the director of this school. I fulfilled my promise! Welcome to my school!

And they fell into each other’s arms overflowing with feelings and tears of happiness for having found each other once again.  Many of those present also wept. Everybody was moved by the scene, not daring to interrupt such deeply shared feelings and thinking about how life leads us through such unexpected and revealing paths that bring out such deep and pure feelings in us.

With all the strong emotions and tears the interview understandably stopped for some time. The two friends recounted what had happened to them over the past 25 years.

“God used the circumstances … to show me what it means to grow, dream and work,” said Argelis the teacher. “There was no school here, just a hut. So I decided to obtain what we have here today. Nobody wanted to support me. There was no money, no land, no nothing... So we started with nothing! There were no desks; the children had no books or notebooks. Little by little the community realized that they had to help. We went through two years of making a foundation. I dedicated myself to the school, which today has become the Baby Jesus of Prague Friendship School. 

Then, the Diocese began to support our efforts. Other older children who had already learned some things helped Argelis teach. Seeing the results, UNICEF recognized all that she had done and began discussions with the diocese. 

The agreement allowed the Catholic Church to purchase land and UNICEF to pay for building the school. 

Argelis had a dream: to become a teacher for her village and her people. Today her dream is the pride of Ayapel and is the answer for many children in the region. 

I can’t use them! Can’t you see that they are new?

The impact of the Friendship School goes much deeper than one might at first imagine. One additional element is the donation of “Edu-kits” (a set of school supplies, books, notebooks and items needed to educate children). Uniforms and shoes also have an incredible impact on improving the mental health of the children as well as that of their parents who feel happy seeing their children happy. 

Shoes are a luxury for many rural children, but are absolutely indispensable to protect the feet of the students of the Friendship School. For this programme, shoes are given out in small groups because the little ones feet have to be washed. Some of them are so poor that they have never used shoes before. 

Each child receives a pair of shoes after carefully measuring their feet to be sure that the shoes fit correctly. Several of the children take them off and carry them in their hands, running and smiling. They tell them: “Put them on!” But one little guy shouts back: “Can’t you see? They are new!” And he hugs them as if they were his most precious toys, which, obviously, he doesn’t have either.

This is an indirect exercise in improving children’s self-esteem. 

Through the holistic approach of the Friendship School project: deeds that result in health and education also impact the emotional side as well as vice versa. UNICEF together with the Diocese coordinates training of teachers to develop a methodology whose central axis is children’s rights and the participation of an organized community. This also brings to the table a psycho-emotional and psychosocial methodology for helping victims of armed conflict recover. Another boy, only 4 years old, says: “These are new and are just for me?” He asks, “Why?”

His answer is not long in coming. He mentioned that his older sister was the one who always got new shoes and he received the shoes she outgrew. So having shoes became something really special for him…!

Without a doubt that child would go to sleep that night hugging his shoes. He will only use them for going to school or when his mama tells him to put them on. For him, there could be no better present than a pair of new shoes.… 

Now he can walk around without hurting his feet.…

In the midst of an armed conflict, today an alliance between the Catholic Church and UNICEF is beginning to bear fruits. Children are happily studying, families are attending a school where they are recovering lost hopes and they have become guardians of a place where they receive tools that can open the way to a better life for them.

*Report: Consuelo Cepeda.

With the collaboration of UNICEF Regional Office for Latin America and the Caribbean

Communications: A Key Element in Preventing HIV/AIDS in Honduras

The number of HIV/AIDS cases continues growing in Honduras where currently a total of 17,199 people live with HIV/AIDS as of June, 2002. The age group most affected by AIDS is the 15 to 39 year old group, which constitutes 68.5% of the reported cases for the period from 1985 to 2001. Honduras has 17% of the entire population of Central America, and reports nearly 60% of the total number of HIV/AIDS cases in the region. Especially affected are the youngest members of the society, women and children.

The principal means of HIV/AIDS transmission in Honduras is through  unprotected sex: more than 80% of the reported cases are attributed to this form of transmission. 

This has caused an increase in the number of cases reported for children under five years of age (6%), for the majority of whom HIV transmission has been vertically transmitted from the mother.

The Prevention Strategy

Faced with a dramatic advance of the HIV/AIDS epidemic, the UNICEF Honduras office has implemented a communications and social mobilization strategy, which, among other priority activities, makes strategic alliances with agencies working within a multi-sector focus, in order to stimulate adolescent participation all over the country. 

The objective is to facilitate access to information and education about sexuality and HIV/AIDS, as well as to broaden awareness of services and prevention methods among adolescents and young people.

One of the most effective strategic alliances which have been established is the one with the Catholic Church, through its Social Pastoral CARITAS and Youth Pastoral.

The strategic alliance between the Catholic Church and UNICEF has created communication spaces for delivering messages during the celebration of Masses in the two hundred parishes in four Dioceses. 

Basic messages about HIV/AIDS have also been delivered through 12 radio stations, a television channel and the Catholic Church’s newspapers. Various training workshops have been developed and Liturgy Readers have been trained along with workshops together with the Episcopal Conference and Bishops from all over the country.
  Communications and Life: An Alliance for Life
Within the framework of the communications and social mobilization strategy for HIV/AIDS prevention, UNICEF permanently supports successful work with the Communication and Life groups, COMVIDA, at the national level in order to foster healthy life styles and protect adolescents and young people from HIV/AIDS and adolescent pregnancy.

Within the community there are currently 12 COMVIDA´s organized, trained and working in the municipalities of Puerto Cortes, Choloma, El Progreso, Yuscarán, San Lucas, La Lima, Santa Rosa de Copán, Villanueva, San Francisco, in the neighborhood of Alemania in Comayagüela Central District and in the municipality of La Ceiba with the AIDS Training Center, COCSIDA.

Recently, one of the most successful activities was done by the COMVIDA group in Choloma, where they mobilized young people culminating in an election process for a Youth Council for the municipality, involving approximately 45,000 Honduran young people, regarding the topic of HIV/AIDS.

COMVIDA has also held a series of workshops for the socialization and use of HIV/AIDS campaign materials, working with primary and secondary school teachers. This has resulted in four workbooks related to the topics of Human Sexuality, STDs/HIV/AIDS.

Also during the year 2002 three working meetings were held in each one of the COMVIDA to train them in running campaigns in the communications media for the prevention of HIV/AIDS and in beginning a Differentiated Advisory Council.

Producing Communications materials

Within the framework of access to more information and education on the topic of sexuality, different activities have been carried out. A series of support materials has been produced, such as: radio spots regarding 10 basic messages that every adolescent should know about HIV/AIDS.

Posters have also been created as well as flyers, pamphlets, billboards, movie spots, a manual of a Hundred Basic Questions about HIV/AIDS, documentary videos in English and Spanish and signs have been put up in soccer stadiums. 
Representatives from all sectors of the society are participating in the process of alliances created for communication and social mobilization activities. 

Mainly these are organized young people and adolescents, governmental organizations, municipal governments, Chambers of Commerce and Industry at the local and regional levels, Private Development Organizations, Basic Community Organizations, the Catholic Church and International Cooperation agencies.

The Tunnel of Knowledge, an innovative effort for prevention

One of the most novel activities initiated for the prevention of HIV/AIDS, within the framework of implementing the communications and social mobilization strategy is the creation of a “Tunnel of Knowledge” and establishing de “Awareness Kiosks” with trained youth counselors.

A person can pass through the Tunnel without being seen by pedestrians walking through the central park of Tegucigalpa. It is a unique way to communicate. Inside are basic messages on what all adolescents and young people should know about HIV/AIDS.

Also, in seven neighborhoods and “barrios” of Tegucigalpa and Comayagüela, “Awareness Kiosks” have been erected, in coordination with the initiative of student governments and the Municipal Mayor’s Office of the Central District and the Youth Pastoral of the Catholic Church.

*Photos provided by UNICEF Honduras Country Office.

*Photo of Children Playing Soccer from “Libro Buenas Prácticas Y Experiencias Exitosas  contra la Explotación Sexual Comercial de Niños, Niñas y Adolescentes en América Latina y el Caribe - UNICEF”.

Pastoral da Criança: Abundant life for Brazilian children



“Make me an expression of your love, your patience, goodness, simplicity and mercy so that by learning to rise above appearances, situations and human realities I may thus find you in each mother, each child, in each family, in the community and in every defenseless being that is crying out for more life, justice and dignity”

Prayer of the Leader of the Pastoral for Children

Today it has been established that one of the essential challenges still awaiting sustainable technical, scientific and financial responses by the Governments of Latin America and the Caribbean is to stop children from dying of preventable diseases. 

At the beginning of the 1980’s, James P. Grant, Executive Director of UNICEF, led this visionary position when in 1982 he launched the so-called “Revolution for Children’s Survival and Development.” It was to be carried out by developing four simple, low-cost techniques, namely: growth monitoring; oral rehydration; promoting breast feeding; and immunization. While none of these measures appear in and of themselves to be novel, by “packaging them together” in one holistic activity and having them implemented on a grand scale, they became something new. Practicing them jointly would without a doubt become an important way to affect the accomplishment of each one of them individually. 

That same year, a meeting for world peace resulted in an encounter in Geneva (Switzerland) of James P. Grant and the Archbishop of Sao Paulo, Cardinal Don Paulo Evaristo Arns. Their discussion focused on conditions needed to produce peace and was thus a necessary point to return to a base of activities to ensure the goal of world reconciliation consisting in something new, as a first step, in saving children from death by preventable diseases. 

At that time, pediatrician and public health expert Zilda Arns Neumann had finished 13 years working in  

health centers and mothers clubs in the metropolitan region of Curitiba. Curitiba, a model city in Brazil, prides itself on having the best social indicators in the entire country. The work of Dr. Zilda Arns had touched on the needs of families for support from the base community itself. It was no coincidence that upon his return from Switzerland, Cardinal Paulo Evaristo Arns would personally entrust her with rescuing from death thousands of Brazilian children. 

A small meeting in the area of Florestopolis resulted in a working proposal that was endorsed in 1983 by the  Conference of Brazilian Bishops, CNBB – and resulted in the establishment of the Brazilian Pastoral Da Criança. With the help of a team of 20 people, they began researching in Florestopolis to find pregnant mothers and create a census identifying the population of children below the age of six. They also needed a group of community leaders to undertake the work. At that time, a team of 76 volunteers began activities in Florestopolis, which had the highest rate of infant mortality: 127 deaths per thousand live births. Once the experience was evaluated and approved by the Church, the model was expanded to all the dioceses in the country.

Today, the Pastoral Da Criança is famous as one of the largest NGOs in the world. Its work is carried out through about 145,000 volunteers, of which 90% work as community leaders in the least favored areas of the country. Beyond imparting basic health and nutritional information, the Pastoral leaders take responsibility for developing models to promote awareness of good practices in nutritional supervision, oral rehydration, vaccination, infant development and building citizenship. In this way they work so that the children and their families can have a better quality of life in general. 

The Pastoral Da Criança constitutes in and of itself a network of social solidarity that has been able to incorporate 261 dioceses into its programs, influencing no less than 3,555 municipalities (64% of the total, nationally) and 32,630 communities. They are benefited each month by the work serving 76,000 pregnant mothers, 1,119,012 families and 1.6 million children under the age of six. 

Solidarity, the key to everything 

Dona Zilda, as she is known all over Brazil, was born in Forquilhinha (SC) in 1934. A specialist in different fields, she is a widow and mother of 5 sons. Her work in the Pastoral merits her recognition, first of all, as the person who revolutionized her country in the fight against infant mortality. By her own personal initiative she was able to popularize the use of home-made oral rehydration salts in thousands of Brazilian households. 

Second, her work has resulted in two consecutive nominations as the Brazilian Government’s official candidate for the Nobel Peace Prize. Among other distinctions, she holds the title of Heroine of Public Health of the Americas, in commemoration of 100 years of the Pan-American Health Organization, an event celebrated in 2002. 

But beyond the decorations and honorary titles, Dona Zilda attributes her success in her mission to the selflessness of her volunteers all over the country. “Our volunteers have almost nothing to eat and still they distribute it among those who have even less”, comments the National Coordinator for the Pastoral Da Criança. 

In 2001, the infant mortality rate among children accompanied by the Pastoral da Criança was less than 13 deaths for each 1000 live births. “This is a direct result of the work of those volunteers. That result shows the world that organizing networks of human solidarity represents the best way to solve our current problems and to build peace,” Arns Neumann explained last year, in response to numerous interviews with Brazilian media in reference to her reiterated nomination to Nobel.

The work of the Children’s Pastoral by itself represents an act of solidarity and of citizenship. Every volunteer takes care of their own personal development and their commitment to their community. It is important to note that if the Pastoral had to assume the expenses resulting from the services of more than 150 thousand volunteers, it would cost more than 70 million dollars a year. 

The spirit of volunteerism as the backbone of the Pastoral Da Criança has been established to such a degree that in good part those working at the headquarters in Curitiba, from the kitchen workers to the keypunchers for statistical information, donate their labor and work at the mission that Dona Zilda began twenty years ago. 

Combining their willpower and joining forces 

With the establishment of the first national level training teams, the Pastoral da Criança quickly saw the need to provide continuity in the analysis of results indicators at the most marginalized level of the populations being served. 

It was there that the activities of the United Nations Children’s Fund, UNICEF, entered the picture and undertook the financial support to periodically train as many technical advisors as community leaders in the entire country. In 1987, UNICEF had also paid for the first scales the Pastoral used to  systematically monitor children’s weight at an early age in different urban and rural areas of Brazil. 

From its origins, the Children’s Pastoral has provided and ensured detailed evaluation of the activities developed at the community level. More than a fundamental goal of the work of the Pastoral Da Criança, it is a labor that motivates the volunteers, in recognition of the progress that they obtain in their collaboration with and closeness to the community. This labor allows the configuration of a reliable National Information System that permits issuing permanent Court Reports concerning the health situation of children and pregnant women in each one of the 32,000 communities attended across the nation. 

Community leaders in each municipality turn in a monthly report, integrated into the FABS – Monthly Evaluation and Accompanying Sheet of Basic Health and Educational Activities in the Community – that is sent every month to the National Coordinator’s Office in Curitiba. With the basic support of REBIDIA –- Brazil Network for Information and Documentation on Childhood and Adolescence -- the National Coordinators Office for the Pastoral digitizes this information, systematizes and analyzes it. Every quarter they return it to the communities with instructions that encourage and tell how to improve of the Pastoral’s activities in each location. 

The Pastoral da Criança develops its activities through incorporation directly into the families. The dynamic consists of training community leaders to mobilize families in the care of their children. This methodology involves three great opportunities to exchange information that strengthens solidarity:

· Monthly home visits done by the leaders for each participating family – every month more than one million visits are carried out by the community leaders; 

· Weighing Day, when each community meets to weigh its children; that day becomes a moment to celebrate life – there are more than 32,000 communities that meet each month to weigh their participating children and to learn more about them, their physical, psychosocial and spiritual wellbeing in general; 

· Monthly meetings among the leaders of the same community for reflection and evaluation of the work done in the previous month and to strengthen the sum of the forces so as to overcome difficulties. 

In developing this work, the education and orientation provided through the use of the Community Leader Notebook has been the fundamental tool for the Pastoral. It has been created with a focus on the rights of the pregnant woman and children; establishing minimum care standards regarding health, nutrition, education and citizenship. The Guide for the Pastoral Leader was revised, evaluated and approved once again in the year 2000, in an effort involving more than 1,200 people, among them state and diocesan coordinators, in addition to the technical studies provided by different governmental and academic entities, national and international scientific societies. 

Organizing a sustainable network for wellbeing

Through the National Coordinators Office for the Pastoral da Criança, a horizontal cooperation framework was established with diocesan, parish and community agencies that work together to organize national alliances. Together with Church organizations they identify additional efforts that are needed, data capturing activities and decentralization of the financial resources needed to monitor, evaluate, train, technically assist and develop the goals at the community front lines.  

That is how priorities are identified in terms of training community leaders, planning an inclusive scheme for the participation of the members of the communities being served. Quarterly evaluations are carried out with direct involvement of the families, providing and analyzing activities related to health, educational and nutritional needs and strengthening them in the mystery of faith and life. 

Since its founding, efforts to prevent domestic violence and educate for peace have formed a part of the activities of the Pastoral de Crianza. Recognizing that in essence, “peace begins in the home,” the Pastoral develops concrete actions that seek viable solutions for aggression, non-violent resolution of conflicts and development of an environment of permanent protection for the children and adolescents in each community.

In all the communities being served, a series of joint actions are put into place, all the way from those directed at ensuring the survival and integral development of the child, to improving the quality of life of needy families. These are carried out both in terms of the physical and material as well as the spiritual, obtaining equality of opportunities justice and peace.

Nexus between faith and social commitment: moving beyond borders

-Let the little children come to me! - Words spoken by Jesus have inspired the Pastoral Da Criança to multiply its knowledge and experiences to other places around the world. In an initiative that has been very well received, programs have been fully replicated in such African countries as Angola, Mozambique and Guinea Bissau; on the Asian continent, in East Timor and the Philippines. More recently, by absorbing the methodologies of the Pastoral and putting them in place through different projects they are providing holistic attention to Children, which it is hoped will be monitored and evaluated with the identical periodicity as is done at the community level in Brazil.

But it is in the region of Latin America and the Caribbean where perhaps the seed has been planted in projects of a similar nature with greater enthusiasm.  There the Pastoral is studying with great interest countries such as Paraguay, Peru, Columbia, Bolivia, Venezuela, Argentina, Chile, Ecuador and Mexico. This commonality of interests and efforts reached a peak in October, 2002 in a meeting held in Curitiba where the goals and objectives of a Plan for Strengthening International Training for the Children’s Pastoral in the Region took place. 

Recognition of the work done by the Pastoral in Brazil during its 18 years resulted in a meeting at the same site of representatives of the Latin American Episcopal Conference – CELAM; UNICEF, the Regional Office for Latin America and the Caribbean; UNICEF Brazil; The Latin American Confederation of Religious – CLAR; the Brazil Conference of Religious – CRB and the Brazilian Cooperation Agency – ABC. 

The meeting in Curitiba made it possible to jointly identify the main objectives of a hemispheric plan seeking ways to operationalize the Children’s Pastoral throughout the Region. This could be done by strengthening of the dioceses of reference in certain countries,  elaborating a participative strategy with different entities to expand the process, and finding ways to sustain the plan throughout the continent. 

All of the above has been planned and carried out through a sub-regional approach (Southern Cone, Andean Countries, Central America, and the Caribbean) oriented towards implementing activities considered unattainable for children in Latin America and the Caribbean over the short and medium term.

Pastoral Da Criança: Synthesis of good results

The Pastoral da Criança has efficiently used various alliances that it has forged with the Government at all levels, with other NGOs and with the communications media. 

For example, the Pastoral plans its budget and activities so as to compliment the efforts and initiatives of the Ministry of Health. It collaborates with the Municipal Councils, steadily and constantly, in order to provide basic services in the communities.

The communications media constitute powerful allies for the Pastoral da Criança. The messages the Pastoral produces on the topics of life, faith, nutrition, health, children’s rights, peaceful living and prevention of STDs–HIV/AIDS, among others, are publicized through a 15 minute radio program, called Live Life (Viva La Vida), that is transmitted two times per week on 1,464 radio stations.
In addition, since 1995, the Pastoral da Criança has been receiving nearly a quarter of its funds through an annual television fundraising campaign.  “Criança Esperança” is sponsored by UNICEF and the Rede Globo, which seek to support development activities for health and nutrition in rural and urban areas with high indices of infant mortality.

The total cost of the Children’s Pastoral is about $0.50 per child/month, considering all cost including administration, production and distribution of educational materials, training and accompanying activities, as well as practices developed in the communities. The resources received in 2001 totalled $8.3 million which came from the government, donations and corporate gifts.

Other results worth noting are the reduction of violence, marginality and the return of families to ethical values.  This stimulates preservation of values and attitudes worthy of dissemination in community life. 

During its 18 years experience, the Pastoral da Criança in Brazil has been able to positively impact policy implementation in favor of children and adolescents in Brazil. Today that is expressed, among other ways, in the National Law on Children and Adolescents. The activities of the Pastoral support and technically advise entities higher up in the hierarchy. Among them are the Ministry of Health, Ministry of Education, Criança Esperanza, the Corporation Banco do Brasil, the Banco Caixa Economica Federal, the  Conference of Brazilian Bishops – CNBB, The Brazilian Federation of Gynecology and Obstetrics, UNICEF Brazil, the     Pan-American Health Organization (OPS), the International Lions Club and the Canadian Organization for Development, in addition to Non Governmental and Religious Organizations of countries such as Germany, Austria and Holland.

In the words if its coordinator, Dr. Zilda Arns Neumann, “The results obtained by the Pastoral Da Criança in Brazil show how by developing human solidarity in a systematic and organized way, communities can transform themselves into agents of their own change. That is the way to reduce malnutrition and maternal-infant mortality, to educate families, especially women, and to teach social transformation. It is there where in reality our actions take form, understood in terms of cultural, human and Christian values in the family and community circle, such as solidarity, fraternity and respect for others.”

*Photos from Guia do Lider da Pastoral da Criança

“If we want to, we can,” insists Monsignor Jose Grullon Estrella, Bishop of the Diocese of San Juan de la Maguana, in the Dominican Republic, where one of the most successful experiences in the region is being carried out regarding the right to a name and a nationality.   Tania Polanco*











“So that the history we are living now remains in the schools so that it is not forgotten; so that our sons may know about it,” notes one of the witnesses during his presentation before the Committee for the Clarification of History (CEH), established in June, 1994 to clarify violations of human rights linked to the internal armed conflict that devastated Guatemala for 36 years.
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