They hear our voices, but they don’t hear us,” children say
Eastern and southern Africa Regional Consultations on Violence against Children ends
Johannesburg, 18 July 2005...Professor Paulo Pinheiro, the United Nations Secretary-General's Independent Expert on violence against children, repeats often a phrase he heard in Slovenia, “Children see what adults cannot see.”  From what the fifty-six children from twenty-two countries who deliberated on the issue of violence against children in their own regional consultations have told him, the sentiment is no different in Johannesburg. 
“They [adults] hear our voices, but they don’t hear us,” the children say, and chaperones readily agree that this was the most often repeated phrase by the children over the two days of discussion and debates that ended 17 July.  
Children want action now, not another report 
“Children want action now; they don’t want another report”, says the Professor, who spent a good deal of time listening in on the children’s working group sessions on violence in the home, in their schools, communities and in institutions and holding a separate private dialogue with them to hear their views. 

Over the weekend, the children, speaking the multiplicity of languages that characterises this region, but communicating well nonetheless, discussed the issue and then presented their own set of ideas for eliminating the problem to some 300 adult delegates from the region.
The Eastern and Southern Africa Preparatory Consultations on Violence against Children is one of nine regional meetings, each with a child-friendly component, that aims to get children’s views on violence out it the open and hopefully, spur action on the part of governments, civil society and parents to resolve the growing problem. The study is the first of its kind commissioned by the United Nations Secretary General.  It will look at all forms of violence against children (a landmark study on children and armed conflict was done by Mme. Graça Machel in 1996) and produce an interim report on the progress of the study to the UN General Assembly in September.   

Sadly colourful vignettes from children

Dividing themselves into small groups the children examined violence in the home in schools and communities and institutions, using sadly colorful vignettes to illustrate a sometimes harsh, even brutal reality from their own lives.
In school, we are punished in beatings that leave bruises on children’s bodies, said one child.  This corporal punishment, to Professor Pinheiro, is completely unacceptable.  “I’m inclined to propose to the Secretary-General a universal ban on corporal punishment”, he said.   “Children around the world have sent a message that this is unacceptable.  Children are entitled to the full protection of the Convention on the Rights of the Child which has been ratified by 192 member countries of the United Nations.” 

Children also spoke about the hard labour, cruel and sometimes violent conditions experienced by orphan children working on farms.  They weed, cut and harvest crops, earning far less wages than adults and are often beaten by bosses to make them do more.  Children who are sick get dumped or are fired, they said. 
Describing the horrifying and dangerous work being done by orphans in stone quarries in her country for only a few cents a day, one young child delegate told the meeting,  “I don’t think crushing stones is for children; “That’s exploitation”, she asserted.  But these children have to take these risky jobs, with far too much work for them to manage, just to survive and to feed their hungry siblings at home.
Taking a swipe at corporal punishment and the vulnerability of poor children, especially girls, in Angola, Marta* a 15 year-old said: “Parents are often old and can’t work, so the children have to go out to work for food. They beat children.  The children then leave home, some as young as 3-5 years old.  They join gangs for protection.  Sometimes parents throw a child out for a variety of reasons, telling that’s them that that’s [the street] is where they belong. 
For these children, says Marta, “It’s better to live in the streets than at home”. According to UNICEF, that’s when a bigger problem starts, as children become most vulnerable to sexual abuse, violence and HIV and AIDS. 

Vulnerability to violence and HIV and AIDS

According to Per Engebak, UNICEF Regional Director for the eastern and southern Africa said: “Children infected and affected by HIV and AIDS are more likely to find themselves on the street, in the commercial sex trade, or in marriages to older men.”

“What we are seeing in this region is just the tip of the iceberg,” he said, calling for more information and research to determine the extent of the problem, and for partnerships and commitments by government and civil society to protect children from violence and to create safe and protective environments for all children to grow up in. 
Seven-point set of recommendations 
At the end of the weekend consultations, children put forward their own seven-point set of recommendations on eliminating violence against children and creating better environment for protecting young lives.  They urged each other to report violent incidents to child activists or NGOs. 
They also proposed that governments should: provide legal assistance to children; train magistrates and court clerks to be child sensitive and introduce stiffer punishments for those who abuse children; prevent children from working and provide them with skills training. 
 The children stressed that parents should be “good examples, as children learn from them”; and they called for more awareness raising to respond to needs of child victims of abuse, to increase knowledge about children’s rights and promote peace.
“We know what the problem is, says Professor Pinheiro, “We know what the children want and we hope that this study and report will bring out the urgency of the situation”
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