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First Meeting of the National Co-ordinators 

Deutsches Jugend Institut Munich, Germany
11-12th September 2000

Report by Professor Stewart Asquith  

Rapporteur

Introduction

The main purposes of this first meeting of the National Co-ordinators were to

a.  discuss the activity and organisation associated with being a national co-ordinator in the project- including the collection of national information on children at risk regarding  research, projects, laws, guidelines and relevant networks of key actors.

b.  discuss the technical issues and experience a practical and technical demonstration of the Child Centre IT platform.

c.  discuss what is expected of each National Co-ordinator and discuss the draft policy document

d.  discuss the future of the project and how best to proceed.

1 September- morning session

1. Welcoming by  Dr Monica Schröttle
Monica Schröttle of DJI welcomed the group to the first meeting of the National Co-ordinators for structuring and planning the IT Network for Children at Risk in the Baltic Sea Region.

She reminded the group of the strengthening of world wide activities to combat sexual exploitation of children and in particular that the next World Congress against the sexual exploitation of children will take place in Japan, 2001. As part of the developments in this field, DJI will be organising a national follow up conference in Germany in advance of the World Congress.

An important element of any attempt to combat sexual exploitation of children is of course, she argued, international co-operation and collaboration with a good flow of information. In this respect, the Child Centre for Children at Risk in the Baltic Sea Region is an important development. Appreciation was offered for the work of the Swedish Special Group in the development of this new initiative.

In terms of the work of the DJI and related organisations in Germany, Dr Schröttle outlined the task of the information centre for child abuse and neglect:

to ensure the transfer and flow of information between practice, science and politics in order to allow for a more co-ordinated approach.

The information centre has two elements:

· a literature service giving important information to practice and

· a networking element which integrates innovative practice, political activities and social research in the field of child protection.

The work of the Centre is not only national as it also has a clear international agenda- including involvement in this project at the request of the German Ministry for Family Affairs.

What is required is a sense of urgency to stop the sexual exploitation of children but tempered with the need for patience to ensure that we develop the right and most productive strategies.

2.  Mrs Ingrid Åkerman 

Head of Section

The Swedish Special Group for Children at Risk in the Baltic Sea Region

Ministry of Health and Social Affairs, Sweden 

Introduction

Ingrid Åkerman introduced the Child Centre for Children at Risk in the Baltic Sea Region by first showing the video which includes a statement from  Mrs Ingela Thalén, Swedish Minister for Children and Family Affairs. One of the clear values of such a video for Senior Officials is to be able to show it to Ministers in the interest of encouraging them to support the project.  She also introduced her colleague Ms Helena Casamassima, Special Adviser and Mr Frank Vevle, the IT Expert to the Project, Ministry of Children and Family Affairs, Norway.

The importance of the centre derived in part from the discussions at the World Congress in Stockholm where it had been clear that in many countries it was difficult for sexual abuse and sexual exploitation to be talked about openly. The world Congress had promoted open discussion; the need for international co-operation and the action plan to be adopted by all countries.

As the result of  the meeting for Heads of Government with in the Council of the Baltic Sea States in Riga in 1998 it was agreed that combating the Sexual exploitation of Children would be a priority. A new co-operation was established with Sweden and Norway taking the lead in promoting a network between decision makers and child specialists in the Region.  In January 1999 the Swedish Government established the Swedish Special Group for Children Risk in the Baltic Sea States with Ambassador

Mr Bo Henrikson as Chairman. 

The idea of using modern technology and to create an IT-network was put forward at the meeting with Ministers responsible for child matters in the Baltic Sea Region in Stockholm in March 1999.  The work with the website has proceeded and developed. The website will have the facility to be updated by all the CBSS member states and it is important to highlight that the project is based on co-operation. The webside is hosted by the Swedish Government.

 It was important to note that the project does have an end date and should reach the point where the co-operation on Children at Risk is an ongoing activity in the Council of Baltic Sea States latest January 2002. 

The Child Centre has the strongest political support from the relevant Foreign Ministers in the CBSS. It is of importance for the National Co-ordinators to be aware of this fact that there is  a political official support and that it can be used to get resources etc.

Ms Helena Casamassima also pointed out that the National Co-ordinators will have a very important role to play in the whole venture by providing information since this is of vital importance to make the Child Centre a success. The information will initially be sent to Ms Casamassima, though later, the updating facility will be employed by the National Co-ordinators themselves.

Organisation of the Project

A “Reference” Group has been established at the meeting in Oslo last June. This group is composed by senior officials from the various ministries responsible for children at risk, all mandated to make decisions on behalf of their governments. The respective members of the reference group are responsible for the appointments of the National Co-ordinators. The National Co-ordinators will be provided with a list of the members of this group. 

The present meeting of the National Co-ordinators was vital in the development of the role of the National Co-ordinator and the work they will do in providing the Child Centre with information for the home page. They are also involved in the development of the project the next phase which is to open Child Specialist and NGO rooms.

 In terms of the subject matter of the project, at the meeting of the senior officials in Oslo in June 2000, a priority document was presented which employed the definition of “ Children at Risk” as those children at risk of sexual abuse and exploitation. 

3.  The National Co-ordinators.

The National Co-ordinators then introduced themselves briefly.

Norway   though Mr Frank Vevle was the IT expert for the project, he was also acting as National Co-ordinator for the purpose of this meeting as the norwegian nominee had been unable to accept the invitation. The appointment of a new  National Co-ordinator for Norway would be made some time in the future.

Denmark  Mrs Dorte Bindslev introduced the Danish group by outlining her own role in the section for assistance to Central and Eastern Europe in the Ministry of Social Affairs. She is also a member of the Reference group. She had been involved in setting up seminars at a local level in exchanging information about helping children who have been sexually abused.  She argued for an interdisciplinary and cross sectoral approach.  She also emphasised that at a recent meeting of the Nordic Council a decision was taken to provide support to the project. The National Co-ordinators were asked in particular to take this into consideration and were encouraged to apply directly to the Nordic Council Information offices in Russia, Latvia, Estonia, Poland and Lithuania, which will also be ready to inform about kinds of projects that can come into consideration for support.

Mr Bo Morthurst Rasmussen stated that the Centre for which he worked- the Centre for Research and Information had been appointed to be present at this meeting to see if they in the future could take on the mission as the Danish National Co-ordinator. The centre was experienced in children’s issues. His colleague Ms Margit Knudsen had been a social worker and supervisor and had published on a number of themes relating to children and the family. Their Centre did consultant work for local authorities, practitioners and central government though, importantly, retained its independence.  There are seven centres in Denmark working on these areas- each with its own definite speciality.

Mr Morthurst Rasmussen stated disagreement with the need to have one person or profession as the National Co-ordinator - what was more important was the need to be clear about what was involved in the work of the National Co-ordinator.

Mr Bragi Gudbrandsson asked for more information on the relationship of the Centre to local authorities. The reply was that the centre provides a service to local authorities in the development of projects, conferences training etc.  

What this discussion identified was the need for there to be awareness about the different ways in which National Co-ordinators might relate to the various relevant agencies and also about the way in which services were provided  and structured in different countries.

Sweden  Mrs Margareta Carlberg introduced herself as a psychotherapist who worked for the Swedish National Board. She identified as important the  work using public funded research and also the fact that she had a role in co-ordinating services for children at risk. She kept herself up to date on issues relating to children at risk and felt that sexual abuse was really still a hidden problem in Sweden. The National Board had commissioned a number of articles about sexual abuse and these were to be translated into english as soon as possible.  Ingrid Åkerman added that a NGO were translating some of these articles into Russian as an important element in the exchange of information on sexual exploitation.

Mr Bragi Gudbrandsson again raised the issue about the relationship of the Board to the local level and asked that every country on its own national web page be asked to add a section on the structure of services within their own country.

Lithuania  Mr Evaldas Karmaza said that the Child Development Centre had been selected  as the National Co-ordinator. The Centre covered the whole of Lithuania in its work and was also a university Centre.  In reading about this project Mr Karmaza had felt that it could not all fall on one person and that there should therefore be a small network within the country working on such issues with a different theme identified each year. An electronic magazine was produced and the plan was to host an internet site in Lithuania on sexual exploitation. Main issue for Mr Karmaza was that of the security of the site and his concern that there be a reassurance that information could not be stolen. A new organisation had also been created in Lithuania which would play a central role in all activities concerning Children at Risk

His intention would be to include youth and children in the work; provide counsellors for children and a dedicated website for children.

Iceland    Mr Bragi Gudbrandsson reminded the group that Iceland was a relatively small country with a population of around 280,000 inhabitants. In that respect, the delivery of specialised services was quite difficult given the lack of resources. His unit supported research and development in the field of sexual exploitation and was responsible for the child protection units. A number of treatment facilities exist for children and youth and with regard to sexual abuse there is the Barnahus.

With regard to the Child Centre home page, a new policy is being developed whereby all 56 units involved will be in regular contact and will give all statistics about facilities, resources required etc. Each year, there is considerable training and courses presented which helps to develop close links with the local authorities.

The strategy of Iceland is to involve all professionals in the field and Iceland has seen it important that they be involved from the start.

Finland  Mrs Päivi Virtanen introduced herself as a planning officer from STAKES, the National Research and Development Centre for Health and Welfare. Her own unit promotes health and welfare in the fields of  the child and the family and her main responsibility is to develop state community residential schools.

A national Support Group has also been established of which she will be the co-ordinator. There is also a Central Union of Child Welfare- an umbrella organisation which will also take responsibility for building the NGO room in the Child Centre- an appropriate person will be appointed to this task from next January.

In terms of the general situation in Finland, the mental health of children is a problem and in a recent report about child sexual abuse it appears that

· the number of boys abused has increased

· new groups suspected of abuse have been identified- young people and women.

Finland will also be responsible for taking forward the development of the NGO room in the Child Centre.

Estonia   Mr Erki Korp introduced the Tallinn  Child Support Centre as the National Co-ordinator for Estonia. The Tallinn Centre provides

· Counselling Services and also a 25 bed shelter for abused and street children

· A library and training Centre

The Centre co-operates with Local authorities and NGOS in the field and specialises in mapping- creating a database of those in Estonia working with children and families; child protection work and associated programmes. There are now 250 local authorities and 15 county governments involved though NGOs are not very active in the field of sexual abuse.

The new website is being prepared and the Centre is actively involved in collating information on children; exchanging information and also identifying good practices. The Centre also works with 14 other countries through the support offered by the SOROS foundation and research has been undertaken with over 2000 pupils about sexual abuse- a book is currently being prepared. Research has also been undertaken with members of the NGO Focal Point and UNICEF on sexual exploitation and trafficking in Estonia.

The Centre also works in Russian and has produced leaflets in Russian.

As it was for by Lithuanian National Co-ordinator and others, concern was expressed about the need for security in the web site. The example was cited of a recent press conference given by the Estonian Prime Minister being hacked into and information altered and misrepresented.

Deutsches Jugend Institut, Germany   As indicated in Ms Monica Schröttle’s welcome (see above) the DJI provides both a literature service and a networking resource for Germany. The objective is to ensure that practice is better informed and that there is greater co-ordination in the filed in how sexual abuse and child protection issues are dealt with.

The main topic of the Centre is commercial sexual exploitation and the intention is to make the library an element of the services provided in the Child Centre. Searches are down at present manually but the hope is that very soon those contacting the library service will be able to undertake searches themselves.

11 September- afternoon session.

1. Apologies 

Apologies were sent to the meeting by the three National Co-ordinators who were not able to attend-

Russian Federation  For the moment the National Co-ordinator is

Mrs Galena Kupriyanova, Director of the Department on Youth Policy of the Ministry of Education.

Poland   Mrs Irena Kowalska was unable to attend.

Latvia  Ms Maija Odre of the Latvian National Centre for the Rights of the Child was unable to be present.

2.  The STOP Project
Ingrid Åkerman outlined the EU-STOP  project with a view to ensuring that all participants were clear about what resources were available and also about the nature of the STOP element of the Child Centre development.

Money was applied for to allow for the development of the Child specialist room and the NGO room. The application was successful and  105 435 euro (53 % of the total cost) was awarded with the Swedish government contributing the rest. It was important to point out that the money wasn’t all real money in the sense that the Swedish contribution was partly  in kind- for personnel (the Swedish Special Group)  and technical resources.
The EU money is to develop the Child Specialist - and the  NGO rooms, but also to develop the security application of the Centre as a whole. The STOP project money was also awarded with the conditions that the Child Centre project would work closely with other like projects such as Net-enforce  in the CEC the Centre for Europe’s Children, University of Glasgow and the University of Ghent Belgium, etc.

In reference to the long term future of the project it was agreed that there was a need to identify other funding sources  to make it an ongoing activity of the Council of Nordic Ministers. Framework 5 of the European Commission was mentioned.   Mr Karmaza suggested that it would be  important to have a statement from each of the countries involved as to what level of resources they would individually be able to contribute.

3. Demonstration by Frank Vevle, IT Expert to the Project

Frank Vevle presented the development of the IT platform for the project and a copy of the IT-report was distributed to the participants during the meeting. Quite apart from the merits of a Centre holding information on Children at Risk, the additional benefits would of course include the secure teleconferencing facility which would allow for meetings to be held through  the IT platform. The IT platform would in general have the highest standards of security- necessary of course because of the very sensitive nature of the materials and information contained. 

Ms Åkerman reinforced the IT technology and potential as the means by which information, knowledge and expertise would be exchanged in the future and it had the additional value of being an economical means of developing co-operation with the Baltic Sea Region.

Mr Vevle indicated that the project was going through a pilot phase just now and that there was a systematic process of evaluation underway. With appropriate training which would take place in two or three months time, National Co-ordinators would be able to contribute with information and update and edit their national part of the Child Centre.  A number of general issues and questions arose from his talk and these include:

a.  a general agreement that the meeting of the National Co-ordinators marked a critically important stage in the project in that it reflected the increasing convergence between the development of the IT requirements, software and hardware needs on the one hand and, on the other, the need for clear policy decisions and guidelines as to what content was important for the Centre.

b.  the recognition that it was not necessary for the Child Centre to hold all information on children at risk since it had always been developed on the principle that it should be seen as one of a number of such centres with its own distinctive contribution to make. Similarly, it had to be acknowledged that even within a more narrowly defined remit, not all the information which would eventually be located on the site could be gathered and collected immediately- a decision had to be made about priorities.
c.  the importance of recognising that the software and hardware requirements for the operation of the centre would be both easy to employ and relatively cheap to maintain. Thus the teleconferencing could be operated using proprietary software such as Netmeeting which came bundled with most PCs. ( It can also be downloaded free from the Microsoft website)
d.  that though it would be some time before the Centre could fully operate such elements as video conferencing, dial up facilities would be more inferior than a fully integrated ISDN line or LAN  connection.
e.  that it was not necessary for the National Co-ordinator to be an IT expert though s/he should have access to expert support and assistance when needed. The National Co-ordinator should nevertheless be at least computer literate and be able to use word processing; access the internet and understand simple editing programs. Agreed that there should be sufficient time for all the National Co-ordinators to receive training and assistance in operating the technology- this was vitally important for the  full development of the project’s potential.
f.  that there would be training at a later date for all National Co-ordinators in the software and applications to be deployed in the administration and maintenance of the National part of the Child Centre. This would take place in December- with the Centre in  Lithuania perhaps acting as host.
g.  that for the main national part of the Child Centre, articles have the possibility to be in the language of the country. This of course forced again the issue of resources in the sense that translation would add additional costs to the work of the National Co-ordinators. Frank Vevle demonstrated an online translator- at www.babelfish.com  and there was general agreement that it would be some time before such translators could be used though they do have the facility of allowing the reader to have a sense of what a document is about.
h.  “streaming” video would be a good idea and had enormous possibilities for the Child Centre- through the hosting of an archive of videoclips of important lectures for training, education and general interest purposes; and the possibility of live webcasts. The field of medical training is well advanced in this respect and much can be learnt from their experiences.

i.  the need to have a clear view of the role of the National Co-ordinator and to differentiate between the role of the National Co-ordinator and the Competence Centres ( a meeting of the Competence Centres was arranged for September 26-29th at Satra Bruk in Sweden and the Network of the Competence Centres is to be co-ordinated by Prof. Carl Goran Svedin of BUP-Elefanten, University of Linköping, Sweden). The role of the National Co-ordinator was to be discussed more fully later in the meeting.

j.  (as emphasised strongly by the Rapporteur), the need to have continuity in the project with the same persons being involved as National Co-ordinator’s throughout the life of the project. For that reason, the mandate of the National Co-ordinators was clarified as continuing until the 31st December 2001.

k.  that Mr Vevle would send to all on the National Co-ordinator’s e-mail list a statement of the technical requirements in terms of hardware and software.

l.  that a “virtual” meeting with some of the group could/should be held later this year- showing the value of the technology for the effective working of the group itself.

12 September -  Final Session

1 National Co-ordinators and the Child Centre - some general considerations

The National Co-ordinator will be part of a network of eleven participants. During the project period the Swedish Special Group will be the head administrator. The National Co-ordinator will be responsible for editing and updating the appropriate national part of the Child Centre. S/he will be responsible for identifying and making ready the information to be held on the national page.

The Child Specialist and NGO rooms will be locked and it will be one of the roles of the National Co-ordinator  to distribute keys for the locked Child Specialist room. The Child Specialists will be appointed by the respective Government and it will be a role of the National Co-ordinator to work with the Competence Centre and indeed to stimulate the work of the national competence centre. The National Competence Centre will be more concerned with practice based issues and about evidence based practice whereas the National Co-ordinator-  will have an overall role for identifying managing the most appropriate information, research and other information concerned with children at risk.  It is also an expectation that the National Co-ordinator can stimulate the development of research, information and networking in his/her own country. Bragi Gudbrandsson suggested that one of the tasks the National Co-ordinators could take on was the listing of the types of information resources available to them.

Denmark pointed out that they have no national competence centres as such given that their services are provided largely on a county style basis. Nevertheless there was agreement that a National Co-ordinator and Competence Centre could be identified. The general issue noted here is that it was recognised that the role of the National Co-ordinator might be realised differently in the different countries.

In terms of the time and resource expectations it was agreed that no time requirement could be specified but that, since the National part of the Child Centre is the responsibility of the National Co-ordinator, s/he would have to define limits in terms of the available resources.  The suggestions made were

- that it would be impossible to have similar expectations for each country because of the differences;

- that the demands on National Co-ordinators might be very different- for example, in some countries there may be a greater need to identify texts for translation;

- that it might be appropriate for National Co-ordinators to create working parties to assist in the preparation of information;

- that in the interests of being inter and multi disciplinary, the involvement of a broad spectrum of professionals- police, medics, social workers etc. - should be encouraged.

The implication then is that the National Co-ordinators would themselves have to develop broad limits to their work in reference to how much they were able to take on, their priorities and the amount of assistance/involvement they had from others.

The question was raised as to what was the main reason for a Baltic network. The answer given and which was generally agreed was that there were sufficient cultural, social, and economic similarities between all the countries involved in the Council of Baltic Sea States for there to be a regionally based co-ordinating mechanism. It was recognised that “regions” were to be increasingly important in a number of spheres and in particular in the context of children’s rights where global strategies might be too broadly based.

Ms Åkerman again emphasised in discussing the work of the Centre that it should not try to take on every aspect of children at risk but should integrate itself with a distinctive role into the network of important centres with Children at Risk as their main agenda.

There was general agreement that the Child Centre should be an attractive site with a reputation for quality information. It was also agreed that it should regularly up dated and that the site should be advertised and promoted widely to make it well known throughout the region and to all interested parties. The use of up to date technology and applications ( such as streaming media) was seen to be an attractive feature of the site but there was a general agreement that more thought should be given to the ways in which the site could be made attractive and appealing to users. In the implementation process of the Child Centre as running activity in CBSS a meeting with Ministers responsible for children might be held in spring 2001 and this will probably receive considerable press coverage as a consequence.

Bragi Gudbrandsson argued that the timing of the “launch” of the Centre was critical and that any promotion or advertising of the Centre should only be done when the Centre is further developed.

Margit Knudsen identified as a central task of the National Co-ordinators being to identify not just what is known in the field of children at risk but (and perhaps more importantly in terms of the potential contribution of the Child Centre) to identify the gaps in current knowledge and thinking. 

2.  National Co-ordinators Policy Document

A policy discussion was made based on a draft policy document that was suggested and open for comments made and presented by the Swedish Special Group for Children at Risk in the Baltic Sea Region.

The presented draft was mainly agreed upon. Just one point was suggested to be added. The national co-ordinator will need support and resources from respective ministry to be able to carry out his/her duty. The continuity in this IT-project is of vital importance and that is why the appointed co-ordinators mandate is supposed to continue during the whole project period (i .e. December 31 2001 ).

· it was important that English be the main working language for the working of the network of National Co-ordinators.

· though not necessarily an IT expert, the National Co-ordinator should have access to a quality PC; preferably be linked to the internet through an ISDN or better connection; and should have sufficient technical support.

· National Co-ordinators are governmental appointees and their most important  contact point is with the Ministerial representative on the project Reference Group.

· there should be continuity in the role of National Co-ordinator until the end of the project 

· the National Co-ordinator should encourage network building

· the National Co-ordinator would distribute the necessary access keys to the child specialists.

The correction made in the draft policy document will be distributed by the Swedish Special Group. Each National Co-ordinator has to discuss this document with his/her representative in the Reference group. The Final policy document will be discussed and finally approved at the next meeting of the Reference group to be held probably in January 2001.

3.   How to proceed/before the next meeting

It was agreed that

· Each National Co-ordinator would present within two weeks a statement of their organisation to be included in the Child Centre  

(Competence Centres should also be asked to do a similar task).     Similarly each National Co-ordinator was asked to update the already included national legislation. This would all be sent to Ms Casamassima.

· each National Co-ordinator would prepare  a plan of action about how s/he is going to fulfil their role.

· this plan of action would include a statement of the agreed priority areas- legislation, statistics, projects etc. and also a statement of available and required information etc. This would be submitted to/be available for the next meeting.

· until the technology was operational initial statements should be sent to Ms Casamassima who would input the data. This would shortly be a task for the National Co-ordinators when the editing and administration software was ready.

· one country would be chosen as the guinea pig for the testing of the new software/technology at the next meeting.

· Ms Åkerman and Ms Casamassima would distribute the revised  draft Policy Document on the role of the National Co-ordinator.

· consideration would be given to the invitation to have the next meeting hosted in Vilnius, Lithuania.
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