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Report 

By Professor Stewart Asquith

From The Child Expert Meeting on Children at Risk.

Oslo 15th -16th June, 2000

1.  Welcome Address by Deputy General Bjorn Bredesen

Bjorn Bredesen welcomed the group to the meeting, which was a follow up to the meeting in Stockholm earlier in the year. He also identified the importance of the “ 2nd World Congress on Commercial Sexual Exploitation” which would take place in Yokohama in December 2001.

The group was now to be known as the “Reference Group”- composed of senior officials representing their respective countries and who have been mandated to contribute to the decision-making on future strategic and policy initiatives on Children at Risk. The work of the Reference Group would receive special attention and commitment from the meeting of Foreign Ministers, which would take place the week after the Oslo meeting. This would allow for the enforcement of a co-ordinated and multidisciplinary approach to work in the field of children at risk and would also allow for the further development of the IT network.

He also introduced to the meeting a Norwegian County Governor representative - illustrating the importance of involving people at the local level in the implementation of programmes and measures to assist children at risk.

2.  Suggested Priority Issues for members of the CBSS Working for Children at Risk - by Bryan Nicholls, Denmark, leader of the ad hoc group appointed at the earlier Stockholm meeting.

Bryan Nicholls introduced the paper (Paper Available) on this, which had been circulated prior to the meeting.  In his presentation he emphasised that the paper was not a work plan but a statement of possible priority issues for discussion by the group. It was clear that in recent years there had been considerable increase in the awareness of sexual exploitation issues in the Nordic countries and around the world in general.  This had resulted in an intensification of effort and in particular had contributed to the development of co-ordinated approaches, multidisciplinary work, local initiatives, co-operation between various bodies including governmental, voluntary, NGOs etc, and of course had been a stimulus to the establishment of the Swedish/Norwegian IT project.

What had to be made clear from the outset is that the paper on priority issues could not be expected to be supported by a substantial budget. Nevertheless, in addition to the contents of the actual paper, he outlined a number of ways in which the proposals contained within could be effective in combating and preventing the risks faced by our children. This included-

(i)  Illustrating that governments can and do work together on priority issues.

(ii)  Raising awareness of issues nationally through inter- and cross- national co-operation.

(iii)  Illustrating through the media the background to political activities.

(iv)  Impressing on other fora (e.g. Council of Europe) our commitment to specific issues.

(v)  Achieving resources at a national level as a result of our commitment to issues at an international level.

Bryan Nicholls strongly advised the group of the importance of making a choice from the priorities in order to have a clear sense of direction. In particular he suggested that

(i)  empowering local government was an important element in producing lasting and workable effects in this area.

(ii)  too little attention was being paid to the importance of early intervention. Too many resources had been directed at dealing with risk once children had been exposed to it. In particular, resources had to be allocated for measures to be implemented as early as possible in children’s lives; truly professional workers had to be employed; there had to be clear guidelines and procedures to tackle situations; exploitation of children occurred in every context and of particular concern was the abuse of children with disabilities.

(iii)  it had to be recognised that the work involved required a high degree of qualification (Reporter's comments- what the literature indicates is also that the work has high costs for those professionals involved and any measures introduced must recognise also their need for support and consideration in order to implement a truly effective strategy).

(iv)  there is a considerable lack of knowledge in the field and there is great need for a programme of research and development.

(v)  there is scope for further collaboration and co-operation across agencies, bodies and countries and also scope for collaborative funding applications.

3.  Comments On The Priority Paper as Distributed.

(i)  Poland- Mme Kowalska

Mme Kowalska made a number of observations on the “priorities” paper. She argued that

(a)  the notion of “risk” should be wider than simply referring to sexual abuse and it should rather refer to all situations in which children find themselves at risk.

(b)  similarly, amongst the priorities should be included combating poverty and the generally poor living conditions in which children find themselves. This was very important she argued for those countries in Central and Eastern Europe.

(c)  there is no aggregate data on children at risk and where there is data available, there is a lack of common understanding of what such data implies. There is a need for a common data set to allow for comparable material to be gathered and analysed.

(d)  Intervention should not ignore the social and cultural differences of the situation children find themselves in.

(e)  the family, though often seen to be the source of abuse of our children is nevertheless also the centre of preventive activities. This does not deny that there are negative influences in the family but we should promote more the positive influence the family can have on children.

(f)  more practically, we should identify best practices and those measures, which are most effective. In particular educational activities should be developed and we should seek to establish means whereby children can voice that they have been abused.

(g)  Our policies and practices should be based on the World Congress Declaration for Action. We should also recognise, as in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, that the injustices and inequalities experienced by children lead to their social exclusion and marginalisation- this all places children at risk.

(h)  we should recognise those children, and indeed adults, throughout their lives feel the consequences of abuse.

(i)  exploitation should be criminalised.

(ii)  Estonia- Signe Riisalo

Signe Riisalo argued that 

(a)  we should recognise that countries are different stages in their understanding of sexual exploitation and that there are no uniform solution for everyone. 

(b)  every country has its own definition of children at risk and we had to both acknowledge and accommodate it within our definition.
(c)  although she agreed about the involvement of local government there were certain policies and practices, which could only be introduced or carried out by the State.
(d)  we certainly need more research and development in the field.
(e)  intervention had to take place as early as possible in the life of a child- maybe even starting from birth.
(f)  education and socialisation of our children were important mechanisms, through which they could develop their own sexuality, be prepared for the labour market, etc.
(g)  parents, particularly young parents should be provided with support and skills to help them in their parenting role.
(h)  private services had to be involved because although the State had a role in assisting children exposed to or who had experienced risk, there is a limit to just how much the State can do itself.
(iii) Lithuania- Audra Mikalauskalaite

Audra Mikalaskaite made rather more general comments on the international nature of the problem of children at risk and also the need for organisations, nationally and internationally to co-operate and collaborate in their activities in this field.

She also emphasised the importance of having a clear definition and asked whether the priority paper should be seen as a “political” paper. She also suggested that perhaps section 2 and 3 need not be so detailed.

(iv) Russian Federation- Vladimir Borisov.

Vladimir Borisov agreed with colleagues about the importance of a clear definition for the notion of children at risk and also suggested that there may need to be different priorities for different groups- e.g. One set of priorities for politicians and one set of priorities for practitioners.

The approach adopted in the paper was correct but it should be supplemented by an emphasis on social awareness and the recognition of the importance of families. He also argued that

(a) good practices/solutions to issues could be directed to the web site for discussion by experts.

(b) our efforts should be directed at more practical activities.
(c) it was important to establish the press centre of the site and contacts with the media should be seen as important. Similar, the site could provide a mechanism for the media and other interested parties to ask questions and to discuss these.
(d) in agreement with our Estonian colleague, we had to recognise the different stages of development of the different countries involved. No country should be excluded from future involvement because they don’t have the appropriate level of expertise etc at this point in time.
(e) we should also find means whereby children should be able to be involved with our Centre.
(f) we should also make it easy for the public and others to find the site.
    (g) the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child should be our underpinning philosophy.
Elena Tioulioubaeva also expressed the commitment of her government to continue this work though the work of her committee had been somewhat complicated by the change of government. In terms of the notion of “Children at Risk” we should include as priority groups School children and street children with the main concern being the prevention of child neglect and juvenile crime. She also suggested that it was important to develop our social institutions in such a way as to develop the skills of our experts. The experts themselves have to receive adequate training in reference to the needs of children at risk.

(v) Iceland- Bragi Gudbrandson

Bragi Gudbrandson also emphasised the role of the family and the need for a comprehensive programme of action. In particular, he suggested that

(a) there should be emphasis placed on interdisciplinary and multi agency working.

(b) other forms of risk and not just sexual exploitation should be mentioned.
(c ) there is a need for further research on young sex offenders.
(d) physical and emotional abuse was equally important.

(e) violence in the home and the link between drug abuse and sexual abuse should be further explored.

    (f) we should be concerned about all children  and not just those at risk.

(vi) Finland

Notes from the Finnish representative were presented at the meeting.

Finland recognised the importance of the priority areas identified in the paper but it was felt that a number of areas should be identified /clarified. These included

(a) the importance of the notion of children’s rights.

(b) a need to clearly identify factors which precipitated sexual abuse.

(c ) the significance of low self esteem of both abusers and abused.

(d) defining the age of a “child” in terms of the notion of the child contained in the   UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.

(vii) Response from Bryan Nicholls to the comments.

Brian Nicholls acknowledged the importance of having a clear definition of "children at risk", as there is a wide spectrum of children who might be considered as being at risk. He also agreed that the family was an important site of potential abuse to children but equally an important source of help, support and care for children. We shouldn't though underestimate cultural differences in the experiences children have of the "family".

In terms of perpetrators he argued that the experience of abuse does not necessarily lead to a cycle of abuse. Nor. He argued, is the case as the literature suggests, that all children who have been abused need help or treatment.

Though the state clearly has an important role to play in the field of children at risk, the local context is equally important because that is the context in which measures, policies and practices are accomplished.

The paper is not a political paper as such but is rather an expert paper- written by and for experts. Nevertheless it might also be used for political purposes and become an important tool in the political arena.

He agreed with the emphasis on the need for informing the public about the IT project and also that the views of the child should be sufficiently accommodated within any of the measures developed by the Reference group.

The comments aired would be addressed in a redraft of the paper before the end of the meeting.

4.  The Stop Programme - Ingrid Åkerman and Helena Casamassima

Prior to the presentation (Paper Available) by Ingrid Akerman of the Stop programme, Agneta Bjorklund clarified the level of commitment of the Swedish government to work in this field. Sweden has financed the Swedish Special Group in its different forms since 1997 and will continue to do so throughout the STOP-program, which will end in Sept. 2001. 

We (that are all the countries involved) need to decide how we want the work to continue beyond that date and how to create a secretariat for children within the CBSS secretariat. After the Bergen meeting we need to establish a budget for a secretariat of two persons and to find ways and means of financing such a secretariat. The Swedish Group will take on responsibility for this preparatory work. When we have a budget the CSO can take the decision to create a secretariat for children within the CBSS secretariat. We hope that from July 1, 2001 we will have such a secretariat for children.

Ingrid Åkerman reminded the group of the successful application made to the EU STOP programme which would allow for further development of the Child Centre and the IT network.  Completion date would be July 1st 2001 and the total sum awarded was 105,435 Euro.

 The only stipulation made was that the Child centre should co-operate with other appropriate web based centres and this included the ASEM Centre hosted at the University of Glasgow  and also the Centre for Europe's Children, University of Glasgow, and the University of Ghent - also a successful applicant to the STOP programme. Both the ASEM and Glasgow Centres had more of a law enforcement whereas the Baltic Child Centre emphasise more on how to, in a multidisciplinary way, increase the knowledge on how to prevent, protect and rehabilitate children at risk to be abused in the region. The childspecialists and the NGOs have the opportunity to find and help each other for co-operation and net-work building in this new way. 

Helena Casamassima told about the appointment of the Focal Points (later decided to be mentioned as "national co-ordinators") and that Germany, until now, was the only country that had appointed their national co-ordinator. The main tasks of the national co-ordinators were reminded according to what has been mentioned in the STOP-application. The national co-ordinators will be invited for a two-day training course planned to be held in Munich 12-13 September 2000.

 It was also reminded that not every country had checked if their Law-site in the Child Centre was still valid and who had not done so was reminded, again, to do so.

Ingrid Åkerman went on with the next commitment made in the STOP-application to open the rooms for Competence Centres and NGOs. The Ministry of Social Affairs and Health in Finland will take the responsible for the NGO room.

The first room to be opened will be for the Competence Centres, the Childspecialists network. Today seven centres are already involved in this co-operation. The centre who will co-ordinate this job, is professor Carl-Göran Svedin  at the BUP-Elefanten in the city of Linköping in Sweden.  The first meeting for these Competence Centres will take place at the Sätra Bruk Mansion close to the City of Skövde in the south of Sweden the 27-29 of September. 

5.  The IT Network- Frank Vevle, leader of the IT Network Group.

Frank Vevle gave an overview of the IT Network and presented a time scale for the pilot testing of the system. (Paper Available)

There were a number of benefits in systematically piloting the IT Network. These included

(a) getting feedback from the test to be used in further development, design and formulation of the system as a whole.

(b) getting feedback on each stage of the system in order to inform future stages of its implementation.

(c) providing the "Focal Points" with the  opportunity to require both hardware and software skills necessary in carrying out their roles.

(d) developing documentation on how to use the website.

(e) developing guidelines on what should be included and what need not be included in the site.

(f) addressing technical problems as they arose.

In terms of the different steps involved they could be broken down into four discrete elements-

(a) Level 1-the collection and inclusion of basic and minimum information. The Web Administrator would be based in Sweden  and the site would have to satisfy the requirements of Swedish law.

(b) Level 2- more comprehensive information would be included and the facility for regular updating and editing of material by clients would be introduced. Clients would have access to their private rooms

(c) Level 3- Teleconferencing would be tested and would be hosted from the Child Centre web server. The security necessary for protecting teleconferencing was quite sophisticated but Frank Vevle expressed confidence in the protocol provided by the agency with which he was working.

(d) Level 4- there would be secure exchange of documents

In the discussion based on Frank Vevle's paper and presentation a number of general issues were raised and addressed-

Firstly, it was agreed that system had to be easily used and freely accessible- not just for those who might want to access it at a later date after evaluation was finished but also for the "Focal Points"- they were not technicians and the system had to cater for different levels of ability.

Second, it was agreed that the Focal Points would have to have IT expertise available to them if they did not have the necessary skills themselves- to meet any system/technical problems in the country in question.

Third, in terms of security, it was agreed that the Child Centre would not be relaying sensitive information about specific real life cases - that was not included in the intention behind the Child Centre. Nevertheless there was a need for a degree of security and "licensing" authorised access. This could be met by either an online certificate/key system or by a smart card system- both of which would be tested in the pilot period though the preference of the group did favour the smart card system Similarly, because of the need to protect the system itself  as a whole from illegimate use or access by hackers/those wishing to exploit the information for "sexual " purposes, the web server would also be behind a firewall in its Swedish location.

Fourth, it was recognised that not all clients would have direct access to the Internet and that the system would have to be designed to cater for those accessing through dial-up to an ISP through modem/ordinary telephone lines or through ISDN lines. It is undoubtedly the case that the quality/speed of access will be less good for those not using direct online facilities.

Fifth, any IT network/virtual centre was only as useful as the information it contains. The technical developments then had now to go hand in hand with the development of a strategy to determine the nature of the information held and the priority attached to particular information sets.

Sixth, the main language for the system would be in English though in the private country rooms, information could be held and made available not only in English but also the national language. Where documents appeared to be particularly important and merited being made available more generally, they would be translated into English.

The Reference Group agreed that the development of the IT platform was well advanced and being well developed and that there was confidence on the progress to come. The meeting of the "Focal Points" later in the year would provide an additional source of direction to its development as recommendations about the content priorities was relayed to the IT project team.

5a. Discussion

In the discussion following both Ingrid Akermann's and Frank Vevle's presentations the following issues were considered and recommendations made.

(a) The term "focal point" was seen to be not user friendly and the term " National Co-ordinator" was to be used from now on.

(b) All countries would now have to appoint a National Co-ordinator.

(c) A letter would have to be sent to all countries inviting the appointment of a National Co-ordinator; outlining the requirements of the function.

(d) The main responsibility of the National Co-ordinators is to gather information on children at risk; referring this information to the Child Centre; liasing with the Child Centre; attending meetings of the network of all National Co-coordinators of the countries involved; and establishing a group of national experts in the field.

(e) For the meeting in September, National Co-ordinators would be asked to provide basic information on policies and practices; the future work agenda of the National Co-ordinators would be discussed in Munich at the September meeting. The outcome of that meeting and the recommendations made would then be relayed to the reference group for consideration.

(f) National Co-ordinators need not be technical experts though they should have access to their own PC with high quality Internet access and associated software and hardware.

(g) There was no salary budget included in the STOP application and this would have to be made clear in the letter inviting countries to appoint National Co-ordinators.

(h) Some clarification would have to be made of just what constitutes a Competence centre, how they were chosen and the extent to which they were "representing" their respective countries or had a national mandate. 
(i) It was agreed that there was a need to expand the membership of the Steering Group.
6.  Using an IT Network  -Jeannette Asli, Save the Children Norway.

Jeannette Asli gave an overview of the IT programme I which she was involved.

The main focus of the programme was child pornography on the Internet and seeking to raise awareness about it as an issue amongst the public and professionals. She reminded the group of just how significant and important the Internet had become in our lives with projected figures of almost 200 million users worldwide by the year 2001 and with over 3 million websites currently available.  Just as in real life, there was good information and bad information available through the Internet.

The programme in which she is involved has its beginnings in the Stockholm World Congress and an international hotline - Children at Risk- was established.   What research had clearly shown was the proliferation of child pornography, of the grossest kind on the Internet, and the coded means of communications employed between those wishing to exploit such materials.

In 1997 there were 1883 messages to the hotline and in 1999, 5979- mainly from adults who were reporting instances of finding child pornography on the net.  Amongst some of the most important information contributors were the "hackers" known to the project and who worked with it in identifying networks and groups of paedophiles.  Sites included

Newsgroups

What lines

Multimedia sites.

The main objectives of the project are 

(a) Monitor child pornography on the internet

(b) Network and capacity building amongst NGOs and other bodies.

(c) EU projects- working with a network of national hotlines.

(d) Information gathering

(e) Co-operation with ISPs

(f) International Cooperation

(g) Providing an information service to the media.

(h) Holding seminars and conferences.

(i) Co-operating with the police

Amongst the challenges to be addressed are- harmonisation of the law; international police co-operation; logging of activities from ISPs but also protecting freedom of speech; establishing more hotlines and developing firewalls; and educating parents, teachers and children about child pornography.  She also outlined a set of Net smart rules and principles including not giving out information over the net; not sending credit card details or pictures; never meeting people without adults involved; and always reporting any instances of possible sexual exploitation or approaches.

7.  Summary and Main Conclusions from the Meeting- Stewart Asquith

There was general agreement that the Child Centre was developing well and that, from now on, there should be close alignment of the technical issues with the more substantive aspects of the information contained in the Child Centre.

Nevertheless, a number of issues require still to be addressed and these are presented in the context of the general conclusions that could be drawn from the meeting in Oslo. These are in addition to the decisions made in 5a above.

(a) Definition of Children at Risk- there was general agreement that it was important to see future developments in the context of a wide definition of children at risk. Indeed the philosophy inherent in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child demands that we address all those factors, circumstances and experiences, which place our children at risk. This was reflected in some of the earlier general discussion at the meeting where it was suggested that we should seek to deal with children at risk in this broad sense- thus we should be concerned to promote factors such as poverty, inequality etc. Nevertheless, it was agreed that for pragmatic purposes, the limited scale of the IT project; the limited nature of the budget available and the limited resources available to the project had to be acknowledged as imposing limitations on the expectations of the project. The danger is that too wide a definition would mean that resources were spread too thinly and less would actually be achieved. Thus a narrower definition of children at risk of sexual exploitation and abuse was employed and included in the redraft of the priorities paper- this will form the focus of future work.

(b) It was agreed that the project has reached the point where the next development is to actually put into practice the key principles, which have been developed, in all the previous work on the Child Centre. This was a critical time in the development of the Child Centre and the success of the STOP application would allow us to move into the implementation phase of the programme.

(c) There was also a recognised need for data on children at risk, which was both meaningful and comparable. What makes comparable statistics to acquire is that very often-national statistics are themselves either inadequate or non- existent. The group views the gathering of systematic cross-national information as an important element in the portfolio of activities for the Child Centre.

(d) Reinventing the wheel- It would be useful to do an audit of the kinds of materials available on children at risk to ensure that the Child Centre provides a service that is both new and useful and does not duplicate what is available elsewhere.

(e) Close contact has to be maintained with different bodies and institution- especially the Council of Europe. A number of members of the Reference Group are also conveniently members of Council of Europe committees ensuring a useful bridge.

(f) Adolescent abusers are an important subcategory for the project to be concerned with.

(g) Data on good practice/s would be a very important element of the information contained in the Child Centre rooms though care has to be taken to ensure against the tendency of legal and research based transplants to fail in very different social, cultural and economic contexts.

(h) Though the Child Centre would be concerned with children at risk, it was agreed that there should be included materials relating to more " family” based issues and experiences.

(i) A priority for the Child Centre should be the development of the room for the media- especially because of the possibility the Child Centre would have of influencing the way in which the media portray children and child sexuality.

(j) A key principle influencing the further development of the Child Centre is the commitment to the rights of children and to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child.  The Child Centre is an important mechanism for enhancing the rights of children at risk and may also provide a thematic framework for determining the nature of the information contained within the rooms of the Child Centre.

(k) In addressing what is a truly international phenomenon, the project should co-operate with other bodies and institutions- governmental and non- governmental- in making collaborative bids for funding. One suggestion was that the EU Framework programme might be an appropriate source for funding, especially as it includes a commitment to developing international networks of researchers and also to involving countries out with the EU in the interest of enlargement.

