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Meeting of Reference Group in Riga, 5-6th February, 2001

Report by Professor Stewart Asquith

Rapporteur

1. Introduction

Swedish Ambassador Bo Henrikson was in the chair for the meeting which was hosted by the Latvian Ministry of Education and Science, The National Child Centre for Rights of the Child. The Director, Inete Ielited, welcomed the Reference Group to the offices of the Child Centre and of course also to Latvia. She advised the group that the Minister for Education would attend the dinner later that evening and that at the last session the Reference Group would be addressed by 5 NGOs.

All members of the group then introduced themselves.

2. CBSS Secretariat.

Sergei Sokolov represented the CBSS Secretariat at the meeting. As the future of the Child Centre depended on integration within the Council of Baltic Sea States Framework, he gave an over view of the history of the Secretariat. 

Initially, the CBSS was established by the respective Foreign Ministers in 1992 as a framework for government co-operation in the Baltic Sea Regions and the European Commission. More recently the sphere of operation of the CBSS framework has enlarged to include a wider range issues and a permanent secretariat was established in 1998 and there are now five people in the secretariat.

3.  Status of the Children at Risk Project.

Ingrid Åkerman referred to the fact that there had been a four month delay in the development of the project. This was largely due to the difficulty in working with a web developer whose business had closed down and then having to identify and work with a new company. Since January 4th a Norwegian Company was now contracted and working on the site development. A new site had been produced though not yet public.

Since the last reference group, a meeting had been held with the National 

Co-ordinators and a draft policy document had been produced. Final decisions must be made about this at this meeting as the next meeting of the National Co-ordinators will be held in Vilnius on the 12th and 13th February. Discussions will also be held about the nature of the statistical data in each country.

As yet, little work had been developed on the NGO element of the Centre. Ingrid though did point out that there would be an NGO meeting on March 12-13 and two NGOs from each country would be involved. She also informed the group that an invitation had come to hold the next meeting for Child Specialists in Germany in September. The group can of course also use teleconferencing as a means of keeping the work progressing.

Bo Henrikson emphasized the excellent co-operation with the Norwegian company and how important this was for the project, which will of course go on after the end of the year. The site will be made publicly available on February 15th, 2001.  It was also agreed that the work so far had also achieved its objective of promoting regional co-operation on children at risk in the Baltic Sea Region.

After the 15th February, a number of deadlines are very important if The Child Centre is to be integrated into the CBSS framework. There was already interest from the EU and since Sweden will hold the Presidency, then this clearly important- especially since trafficking on women and children is on the political agenda as is a proposal for a framework decision in this area. The Child Centre project is already being discussed in that group and the project is highly politically visible.

Sergei Sokolov also pointed out that the group might consider the NGO Forum being organized by Germany during its Presidency of the CBSS and which is to be held in Lübeck on the 28th and 29th May. More than 150 NGOs will be represented. Two themes in particular will be of concern for this project:  The development of democracy and the rights of the citizen; and youth policy and youth co-operation. The main purpose is to develop a platform for networking and this project could be the very platform NGOs are looking for.

He also suggested that another avenue for co-operation might be the CBSS Task Force on Organized Crime where the Special Representatives of the Prime Ministers have taken up this issue. The CBSS is also, under the German Presidency with the co-operation of Sweden, preparing a regional shortlist of projects to be presented to Brussels within the framework of the Northern Dimension Action Plan. The Child Centre is in this list. There is no guarantee of funding but inclusion on the list clearly implies 

a clear political statement to Brussels. The Child Centre is one of 20 on the list from a potential 250 projects.

Bo Henrikson commented on how " politically hallmarked " the Child Centre is and the important status this conveys to the Ministers for the Region.

4. Children at Risk Project in the CBSS Framework

The Chair reminded the group of the different phases leading to the current 

stage of development of the Child Centre.

The Child Centre project derives from a decision made by Prime Ministers for the region in Riga three years ago to co-operate on children at risk. At the meeting which took place later in Tallinn it was agreed that a not too costly initiative should be developed. In spring 1999 at a meeting of Ministers for Children should establish an IT project to this end and in Visby, Sweden later that year the first discussion was held on a technical solution and he Reference Group itself was established.

The Reference Group later met in Oslo June 2001 where it was agreed that the Group would not be concerned only with Children at Risk of sexual abuse but also for all other children with problems in the region.

The point now reached is that (i) a mandate for the reference group has to be agreed; and (ii) the focus should be at this point on the Children at Risk project. A new Reference Group meeting would be held later- probably at the beginning of April.

To continue within the CBSS our project is expected to report to the next 

Meeting of the Working Group on Democratic Institutions, to whom the Reference Group formally reports. The report will refer to both what we have achieved in general terms and the outcome of the Vilnius meeting.  The Working Group will also meet in Reykjavik late April and this project will be represented in more detail with a statement of the financing required for integration within the CBSS and how best to assume it within the CBSS secretariat.  A statement will then have to be prepared including:

(i) a statement of all required

(ii) a draft decision of what will be required of the Working  Group.

The proposed decision will have to be conveyed to the Committee of Senior Officials who then transmit the proposal to the Ministers responsible for children.

 A meeting of Child Ministers will be arranged by Norway which will have to take place before the meeting of Foreign Ministers which will take place on June 7th. If the Ministers for Children support the project then a statement will be transmitted to the Foreign Ministers at their meeting in June.

Concern was expressed that this was a very busy time for Ministers as there was also the meeting of Ministers at the ILO in Geneva and the meeting of the Ministers for Families in June in Slovenia.

Agreement was also expressed that this project should be presented formally at the World Congress in December in Yokohama.

Bo Henrikson stated that, even if the governments agree to take the project on, there would still be a transition period for the first few months when more resources will be required- both in terms of money and personnel. The intention is that the Swedish Special Group will hand over the project on January 1st 2002, but there will be this period at the beginning when additional support is required.

Sergei Sokolov indicated that such integration had been achieved before and that at the Prime Ministers meeting in Kolding last year, it was agreed that all regional, governmental and multilateral co-operation should come within the CBSS secretariat. This applies then to the Children at Risk project.

Referring to arrangements in the energy field he outlined two ways in which 

integration could be achieved when the question comes down to financing and 

staffing. One example was where a two person unit was attached to the CBSS  Secretariat and where the Nordic Council of Ministers had assumed the bigger part of the associated bill. Thus the unit became part of the secretariat structure and reports directly to the Director; became part of the legal structure; and is financially supported by the Nordic Council of Ministers, the Swedish Ministry of Trade and Industry and the Foreign Ministry of Norway. This involves two separate accounting frameworks.

The other model was drawn from the example of the Secretariat of Baltic 21, which like the Children at Risk project existed, on the same premises as the CBSS secretariat. It is financed exclusively by the Swedish government. The process was started early with decisions taken by the field ministers responsible and then endorsed by the Foreign Ministers. The scale of the financial contribution was discussed separately and contributions from each country were proportionally agreed.  What was also borne in mind - matching the situation of the Child Centre project- was the need for extra resources to finance a start up phase.

In terms of the timescale, the next meeting of the Working Group ( in which 

Sergei Sokolov will be involved) will be the 2nd March. Then in April is the opportunity to present a draft decision about integration; secretariat 

appointments and a financing scheme. 

This can then be forwarded to the Committee of Senior Officials. This could take half a year to allow for political commitment to be implemented and since budgetary decisions are taken in summer the time available is very tight and work will need to be begun soon.

The other point made by Sergei Sokolov was that on July 1st Russian Federation assumes the Presidency of CBSS and it might be appropriate to present the project to the appropriate Russian authorities already during spring.

In reference to finance, Audra M reported the success of the Lithuanian 

representatives in obtaining funds from the Nordic Council for the Child Centre project; SOROS for local activities  in  support for a program educating children about the internet. A conference will be held for specialists on 24th May; and also from the EU to train workers to work with children who have been abused and sexually exploited.

It was agreed in general that the group should consider similar applications.

Ingrid Åkerman also suggested that the STOP program may still be relevant for the future and that there may be other bodies to apply for money to. It could also be a task for the National Co-ordinators and Competence Centres to seek additional funds.

In terms of financing as a whole the Chair also pointed out that space is 

available in the CBSS secretariat building and that this was not unimportant. Agneta Bjorklund stated that her ministry will fund staff to the Swedish Special Group until the end of this year.

5. Child Centre
Frank Vevle introduced the group to the new format of the web site and indicated that the publishing tool would be available for the meeting in Vilnius. National Co-ordinators would train in its use at that meeting.

In addition to the illustration of the format of the new site, a number of 

general issues were raised.

(i) A comprehensive counter/tracking system would be useful.

(ii) It was thought important to agree on what information should be published and what would be useful for national and international audiences. This will be discussed in Vilnius.

(iii) Where documents/news items are published to the Centre in national languages, an English summary had to be available.

  (iv) Nothing could/would be published unless authorized by the National 

       Co-ordinator- s/he is the filer for all authorized information from a          particular country.

   (v) It was agreed that a link was needed to other bodies such as the Council of Europe etc.

   (vi)It was agreed that site should be known as and promoted as the Child Centre for Children at Risk in the Baltic Sea Region.

  (vii)The importance was identified of making sure that the site is well 

promoted so that it is well used.

(viii) Efforts would concentrate in developing the site in two phases. Phase one would involve the completion of changes to the format of the site and publishing information. Phase two would involve the development of the teleconferencing and associated facilities.

6. Reference Group Mandate

This was agreed with minor changes and a copy will be distributed immediately after the meeting. Siv Ellefsen also suggested that the mandate might be accompanied in the future by a statement referring to the Priorities document and also a detailed operational policy. A draft of this could be produced for the next meeting and it may be that issues come out of the meeting in Vilnius which are relevant to this.

7. Policy Statement for the National Co-ordinators

It was agreed that the policy document had to be revised substantially and that a set of guidelines could be produced to assist the National Co-ordinators in implementing the policy. The new documents should address a number of concerns:

(i) a clarification of just who has ultimate responsibility for the national 

information.

(ii) the overall responsibility for the site rest with the Swedish Special Group but there was concern to clarify the responsibility or otherwise of the National Co-ordinators in reference to the site being hosted under the jurisdiction of Swedish law. This relates particularly to Swedish Data Protection legislation.

(iii) the need for National Co-ordinators to be provided with all necessary 

support and hardware.

(iv) the need for continuity in the National Co-ordinators.

(v) the conflict between the need for Ministries to appoint National 

Co-ordinators and the fact that the project under present arrangements ends on 31.12.01.

(vi) the responsibility of the National Co-ordinators in safeguarding and 

distributing keys for the secure areas of the site.

(vii) a further elaboration of the resources to be required for acting as 

National Co-ordinators in reference to what is expected of them and the 

priorities for information publishing. This will be addressed more at Vilnius which will consider the nature of and priority for information to be held and published. 

The group also agreed that the following are needed:

(i)   a timetable of deadlines.

(ii)  a list of future Reference Group meetings.

(iii) an article in the CBSS Newsletter signed by Bo Henrikson.

(iv)  a new policy document.

(v)   a set of guidelines to assist National Co-ordinators.

(vi)  a contract/letter of agreement to be signed by National Co-ordinators 

regarding Swedish concerns about Data Protection and also about security 

arrangements for key maintenance and distribution.

8. The meeting concluded with an extremely interesting presentation by 5 NGO members of the Latvian Association for Children on the Street.
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