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Local civil society organizations can

perform many tasks to assist excluded

and invisible children 

Civil society organizations composed of
members of the local community are often
in the best position within their communi-
ties to create development strategies that are
tailor-made for the children who are hardest
to reach. They can contribute to the inclu-
sion of these children in a variety of ways,
including situation analyses and public
advocacy, policy design and scaling up serv-
ice delivery, monitoring and evaluation, and
fund-raising. In addition to these activities,
civil society organizations play a key role in
raising awareness in communities, challeng-
ing social taboos, promoting open discus-
sion on important issues and ultimately
changing public behaviour. 

Professional associations are one area in
which civil society organizations have been
actively promoting children’s rights issues.
The Mutawinat Benevolent Company, an
NGO of women lawyers in Khartoum, has
for years offered free legal services to
women and children, most of them internal-
ly displaced people living in extreme pover-
ty. It has helped focus attention on the
plight of women in prison – often with their
children alongside them – and has worked
to educate judges and police on the implica-
tions of the Convention on the Rights of the
Child.24 In a similar initiative in rural
Nepal, community paralegal committees,
made up primarily of women, monitor vio-
lence against women and children by facili-
tating the reporting of any incidents.25

The participation of religious leaders and

organizations is vital to addressing

sensitive issues related to children

Religion plays a central role in social and
cultural life in most developing countries,
and religious leaders and faith-based organi-
zations are greatly respected and listened to.
They are in a very strong position to raise
awareness and influence behaviour. All over
the world, religious leaders and organiza-
tions are working to combat the spread of
HIV/AIDS, fight poverty and end harmful
traditional practices such as female genital
mutilation and cutting. They also advocate

for children’s rights, such as the right to an
education for all children.26

They do this through speaking out about
these sometimes sensitive or taboo issues in
their communities. Inter-religious councils in
different regions provide a forum for discus-
sion and creation of frameworks of action.
Where religious leaders have acted to fight
the spread of HIV/AIDS, particularly in
partnership with national governments and
NGOs, there have been significant successes
in preventing HIV and alleviating the suffer-
ing from AIDS.27

For the past 21 years, the Pastoral da
Criança (Children’s Pastoral) project has
been working to reduce child deaths and
hunger in the poorest communities of Brazil
and 14 other Latin American and African
countries, relying on a huge network of
some 240,000 volunteers. Supported by the
Catholic Church, UNICEF and other organ-
izations, the initiative received the King of
Spain’s first Human Rights Award in
January 2005 in recognition of its innovative
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Figure 4.3: Main activities of faith-based organizations

for orphans and vulnerable children in

southern and eastern African countries*

* Kenya, Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia, Swaziland and Uganda. 

Source: World Conference of Religions for Peace and United Nations Children’s Fund,
Study of the response by faith-based organizations to orphans and vulnerable children,
January 2004.


