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One of the most unjust aspects of extreme poverty is the victimization of children.  As the World Declaration on the Survival, Protection and Development of Children proclaimed at the United Nations in New York 30 September 1990 “There can be no task nobler than giving every child a better future…The children of  the world are innocent, vulnerable and dependent.  They are also curious, active and full of hope.  Their time should be one of joy and peace, of playing, learning and growing.  Their future should be shaped in harmony and co-operation.  Their lives should mature and broaden their perspectives and gain new experiences.”


In this presentation, I wish to stress two basic aspects: The first is the exemplary way in which Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) from many different parts of the world and with different ideological frameworks have worked together within the United Nations system to promote the Rights of the Child and to eliminate abuses and exploitation against children.  I believe that it is important that we highlight the ways in which NGOs can work together to achieve common aims.


NGOs are rising in status and influence.  They are taking ‘a place at the table’ with States in international decision-making, and gaining leverage over States to make them embrace new norms.  NGOs have become indispensable to the human rights movement through their characteristic activities of analysis, investigating, and reporting on State actions.


The strength of NGOs comes from their common efforts as agents of the rising global civil society.  It is by their coordinated efforts working at the local, the national, the regional, and the U.N. level that progress is made.  NGOs, as is also true of governments, do not agree on all points.  They have different visions and different ways of working.  However, there is a wide consensus on the importance of developing the full potential of each child so that he/she will have a life of joy and of benefit to the wider human community.


Thus, I will present briefly the way in which NGOs cooperated for the fundamental framework of the Convention on the Rights of the Child and then three areas in which NGOs have worked together to advance the welfare of children:
1) First, to combat exploitive child labour;

2)  Second, to prevent the use of child soldiers in situations of armed conflict;

3)  Third, to limit cross-frontier trafficking of children, often for sexual exploitation.


The second theme that I wish to develop is the way these three efforts to overcome these abuses which deform the lives of children reflect the common ethical standards of NGOs. As I noted, NGOs have differing ideological positions.  Our analysis of the world’s political situation differs.  These differences are fundamental and will not be lightly brushed aside by a few words of good will.  While recognizing these basic differences, we need to see if we can agree on some basic ethical values which allow us to work together for the benefit of all the children of the world.


Thus, I will first turn to highlighting what the common efforts of NGOs have accomplished within the U.N. system – which is the level on which I primarily work.


The Convention on the Rights of the Child was adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations on 20 November 1989 and was quickly ratified by the vast majority of States.  The drafting of the Convention had started in 1979, a year that the U.N. General Assembly had proclaimed as the International Year of the Child.  The Year of the Child had been suggested to government representatives by the head of the Geneva-based NGO, the International Catholic Child Bureau, and most of the activities were undertaken on the initiative of NGOs.  It was felt by many NGO representatives in Geneva that a Convention which would have some of the force of international law should be written.  Such a Convention would build upon the 1959 U.N. Declaration on the Rights of the Child, taking into account the experience of child welfare efforts between 1959 and 1979.


As a result of intensive consultations between NGO representatives and government diplomats, the U.N. Commission on Human Tights created a working group to write the treaty under the chairmanship of Professor Adam Lopatka of Poland, a legal scholar who at one time has served as a judge.  The working group would meet in Geneva for three weeks once a year in order to draft the 43 articles of substance of the Convention.  The drafting took nearly a decade.  Representatives of NGOs played an active part and much of the wording of the Convention was first proposed by NGOs.  The representatives of the International Labour Organization also played an important role.  The drafting of the Convention on the Rights of the Child is a good example of how NGOs, UN Secretariat and government representatives can work together for the wider good. 


This cooperation is all the more telling in that the Chairman, Adam Lopatka, represented a State which nearly as soon as the drafting began had declared martial law in December 1981 and then banned the independent trade union Solidarity. Many of the NGO representatives working under Lopatka’s chairmanship were highly critical of the Polish Government’s actions which we expressed strongly in the Commission on Human Rights. Nevertheless, we were all willing to work together for what has become a landmark in international efforts to give force to the rights of the child through international law.

By the end of 1990 enough States had ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child so that it came into force, and there were elections to a 10-member UN Committee on the Rights of the Child to monitor its implementation.  The ten experts on the Committee on the Rights of the Child were elected in their individual capacities rather than as voices of the States of which they are citizens.


The next step for NGOs was to use this new treaty to make respect for children’s rights and welfare truly universal.  The Convention exposes the fact that children are affected by the major crises of our world society: the conditions of poverty, armed conflicts and environmental degradation. Thus one of the first issues concerning child welfare to which NGOs turned using the Convention as their legal base was the question of  

The International Labour Office (ILO) estimates that there are some 200 million child labourers in the world, some 70 percent are in agriculture, 210 percent in industry/mines and the others in trade and services — often as domestics or street vendors in urban areas.


Child labour is often hidden behind the real and non-exploitive help that children bring to family farms.  It is true that there can be appropriate work tasks that teach children skills and responsibility, which bind families together and contribute to family incomes.  Working together may be one of the ways in which adults help children to develop their sense of self.  Children need encouragement and guidance from parents and caregivers to help them express their feelings in a protected and safe environment.  Children feel a sense of protection when they are with adults who allow the spontaneous expressions of their experiences and feelings and who offer interest, acceptance, and understanding of those expressions.


In assessing the scope of child labour and in shaping solutions, it is critical to analyse carefully child labour and to distinguish exploitative child labour from appropriate forms.  However, even non-exploitive child labour may keep children out of school and thus to limit their possibility of joining the modern sector of the economy.  Rural labour as a whole is the least organized and the most widely exploited sector of the economy.  Thus, it is imperative for rural workers to be given every encouragement to develop free and viable organizations capable of protecting and furthering the interests of their members and ensuring their effective contribution to economic and social development.

One of the most exploitive type of child labour is what is called “debt bondage” — most pervasive in India, Pakistan and western Nepal.  In these countries, the debt bondage pattern of exploitation is supported by longstanding traditions and cultural biases against low castes or minority ethnic groups.  Dept bondage is a practice by which parents pledge their children’s work to pay off debts.  The debts are very small at the start but with very high interest rates.  Thus the children may work for their entire childhood to pay off the debt because of fraudulent accounting mechanisms employed by debt holders.


In western Nepal, where such bonded labourers are known as “Kamaiya”, the accounting schemes can keep families in debt for generations.  Since Kamaiyas are often not paid enough to meet their basic needs, many have no choice but to take new loans from their masters.  Many also carry inherited debts, sometimes going back for three or four generations in addition to their own.  Children sold to bond masters work long hours over many years in  an attempt to pay off these debts due to the astronomically high rates of interest charged and the low wages paid.  The eradication of child labour depends on an ethical awakening on the part of employers, government officials, and non-governmental organizations.

In India, child debt servitude has been illegal since 1933.  Since independence, India has adopted a host of additional protective legislation, most importantly the Bonded Labour System Abolition Act of 1976, which strictly outlaws all forms of debt bondage and forced labour.  However, without political will to enforce them, these legal safeguards have little impact.  Whether due to corruption or indifference, the political will is lacking.  Labour laws are routinely flouted with virtually no risk of punishment to the offender.  This is why an ethical awareness must grow and all children seen as having dignity and potential for a fuller life.


One highlight of the impact of NGOs on the issue of child labour was the Global March against Child Labour which culminated in June 1998 with the arrival of hundreds of children in Geneva to present their message to the assembled International Labour Conference which meets each year in Geneva in June. “We are hurting, and you can help us” was their message which led to the ILO Convention N° 182 on child labour with the fastest ratification in ILO history.


Ending child labour is a complex problem that requires an integrated set of solutions that must be implemented at international, national and local levels.  Child labour is an important aspect of persistent poverty on a world scale.  We cannot look at child labour without looking at the broader patterns of poverty and family relations.

A second issue related to the exploitation of children and youth which has been led by NGOs has been the use of children as soldiers in armed movements. Slowly, since 1979, the United Nations, the International Committee of the Red Cross and some NGOs working together have successfully documented and raised the level of international awareness of the recruitment and use of children in armed conflict.


Increasingly armed conflicts have been “civil wars” within a State.  Such conflicts have been most frequent in Africa, but we find the same processes in other parts of the world as well.  The principle that women and children should be protected in conflicts has been part of humanitarian law from the start and is a core part of the Red Cross Geneva Conventions.  The United Nations General Assembly reaffirmed this principle in its Declaration on the Protection of Women and Children in Emergency and Armed Conflict (Resolution 3318(XXIX) of 14 December 1974).


Awareness that children and youth were being recruited as soldiers, with girls often forced into being “sex slaves” for the combatants took longer to grow. Relatively little attention was given by major governments to internal conflicts in African States in part because these conflicts were of “low intensity” and seemed to go on endlessly.  Somalia has been in constant disintegration and conflict since 1991 and is still continuing.  The Liberian struggle for power among armed groups lasted from 1989 to 1997.  In Uganda, the Lord’s Resistance Army which has systematically abducted children to be used as soldiers, porters and sex slaves began its conflict in 1987 building on an earlier armed movement, the Holy Spirit Mobile Force, and the conflict goes on still today.

In such armed conflicts, children can perform a variety of tasks, such as scouting, spying, sabotage, and guards. There are many reports indicating that in these African conflicts, young soldiers are given marijuana, amphetamines, crack cocaine, and local substances which make the young fighters ferocious.  As the former Special Representative on children in armed conflict of the UN, Olara Otunnu, himself from Uganda, has written “At the heart of this growing phenomenon of mass violence and social disintegration is a crisis of values.  Perhaps the most fundamental loss a society can suffer is the collapse of its own value system.  Many societies exposed to protracted conflicts have seen their community values radically undermined if not shattered altogether.  This has given rise to an ‘ethical vacuum’ a setting in which international standards are ignored with impunity and where local value systems have lost their way.


“Children represent the future of human civilization and the future of every society.  To permit them to be used as pawns in warfare, whether as targets or perpetrators, is to cast a shadow on the future. From generation to generation, violence begets violence, as the abused grow up to become abusers.  Children who are thus violated carry the scars of fear and hatred in their hearts and minds.  Forced to learn to kill instead of pursuing education, the children of conflict lack the knowledge and skills needed to build their futures and the futures of their communities.  For a society, the lives destroyed and the opportunities lost could have a devastating effect on its long-term stability and development.”


Thanks to the combined efforts of NGOs working within the UN system, the issue of children in armed conflict has been placed high on the international political agenda as well as on the agendas of major regional organizations.  The well-being of children in situations of armed conflict is now being included in peace agreements and has become a priority focus in post-conflict peace building. 

The third issue of child exploitation on which NGO representatives have played an important role has been the trafficking of children — through force, coercion or deception — for sexual exploitation.  The trafficking of children results from the unmet demand for cheap and malleable labour in general, as well as the demand for young girls and boys in the fast-growing commercial sex sector.  Though children are generally less productive than adults, they are easier to abuse, less assertive and less able to claim their rights.  Accordingly they can be made to work longer hours with little food, poor accommodations, and no benefits. Trafficking is a series of events which takes place from the child’s home community through transit points to a final destination.  All those who contribute to this chain can be considered as traffickers — recruiters, middlemen, document providers, transporters, corrupt officials and finally the employers.


The conditions which enable child traffickers are many: poverty, political instability, inadequate education, natural disasters, and social attitudes towards children, especially girls. Especially in the trafficking of persons for sexual exploitation one runs against indifference, inaction, resignation, the lack of a collective will.  These are the ills that we have to struggle against with all our force.  All too often, governments consider that having enacted legislation prohibiting the employment of children and taken a few measures to apply it, they have done all that is required of them.  However legislation is not an end in itself but only a framework in which one can work.

Child labour and the increasing cross-frontier flow of child labour has been brought  to world attention largely by the representatives of NGOs motivated by ethical and spiritual values working through the United Nations system.


Thus after looking at these three efforts on which NGOs have taken a lead in the U.N. system as well as at the national and local level, I would like to turn briefly to the ethical and spiritual values which motivate NGO representatives.


The way in which these ethical and spiritual values express themselves in words differ greatly. Among NGOs active on child welfare and human rights at the UN, there are representatives of religious organizations: Islamic, Jewish, Christian both Catholic and Protestant, and Buddhist. One of the leaders against bonded labour is a reform Hindu monk. Religious NGOs usually express their guiding values in terms of their specific religious traditions. There is currently underway an extensive university-sponsored study on the role of religious NGOs in the U.N. system being carried out both in New York and Geneva. I have contributed my observations to this study which should be published next year. 


In addition to those representatives who represent an NGO of only one religious denomination, there are also inter-faith NGOs with representatives from different faith traditions — Hindu-Muslim-Buddhist-Christian-Jewish-New Age etc. Then there are also those like myself who represent an organization whose members come from many different religious and spiritual traditions — or none at all — and who are bound together by our ethnical sense of human dignity. It is dignity and the full development of the human personality which is the aim of all human rights legislation and activity.  We know that there are many obstacles to this full development.  But, if the aim is clearly kept in mind and the will developed so that creative action is possible, humanity is advancing

Thus I would like to end with some lines on children from the poet Kahlil Gibran

Your children are not your children;

They are the sons and daughters of

Life’s longing for itself.

They come through you but not from you.

And though they are with you, yet they

belong not to you.

You may give them your love but not

your thoughts, for they have their own thoughts.

You may house their bodies, but not their souls.
*Rene Wadlow, Representative to the UN, Geneva, Association of World Citizens
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