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Report from the the meeting of the Working Group for Cooperation on Children at Risk (WGCC)

26th – 27th of April 2004

Vilnius

Attendees: 

Members of the Working Group for Co-operation on Children at Risk:

Ms Lise Færch, Denmark
Ms Monika Luik, Estonia
Vice chair Ms Anne Hujala, Finland, Chair of the meeting

Mr Ulrich Paschold, Germany
Mr Bragi Gudbrandsson, Iceland
Ms Audra Mikalauskaite, Lithuania
Mr Björn Bredesen, Norway 

Ms Magdalena Wantola, Poland
Ms Irina Govarova, Russia
Ms Agneta Björklund, Sweden
Guests:

Ms Brigita Kuodyte, Senior Specialist, Ministry of Social Affairs and Labour, Lithuania
Mr Algimantas Misevicius, Advisor, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, member of the CSO, Lithuania
Mr Evaldas Karmaza, NGO Childhouse, Lithuania
Ms Maria Keller Hamela, NGO Nobody’s Children, Poland
Children’s Unit:

Mr Lars Lööf

Ms Eva Ekmehag

§1. Welcome. Introductions and excuses.
The vice Chairperson, Ms Anne Hujala, chaired the meeting. She welcomed all participants to the second WGCC meeting to be held during the Estonian presidency. She extended a special note of gratitude to Ms Audra Mikalauskaite of the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labour, who hosts the meeting. 

Ms Inete Ielite, the chairperson of WGCC has been forced to cancel her trip to the meeting. Ms Galina Kupryianova from Russia is unable to attend the meeting why Russia is represented by Ms Irina Govarova, also from the Ministry of Education. Ms Lise Færch, the new WGCC member from Denmark was welcomed to the Working Group. Ms Maria Keller Hamela of the NGO Nobody’s Children foundation in Poland was also welcomed to this her first meeting of the WGCC. 
§2. Children and the Legal Process 

Audra Mikalauskaite made a short introduction to the topic of the morning. Discussions on how to improve the protection of children caught in legal processes as victims of crimes are ongoing in all member states. In some countries the debate is around improving already existing good practices, in others the discussion focuses on changes in the legislation so that children under a certain age does not need to appear in court. This is the reason why Lithuania considered it timely to have a discussion with input from all member countries on how children are treated in the process. (For a short report on the presentations and the discussion held under this point, please see appendix 1)

§3.  Unaccompanied and trafficked children

a) Action Plan on unaccompanied and trafficked children and the Description of tasks and responsibilities for the National Contact Points. Eva Ekmehag made a presentation on the draft plan of action that had been circulated to the WGCC for comments. Sweden suggests some changes to the document. Denmark welcomes the plan since it will make the appointment of an NCP easier. The authority of the NCP had been under discussion in Denmark. Are we creating a new institution instead of making things work easier? Denmark finds it difficult not to have co-ordination meetings. 

The continuing process regarding the plan of action is that the three countries invited to the co-operation on unaccompanied and trafficked children want to have some more time in order to comment on the plan. The suggestion is then that the WGCC finalises and accepts the plan via a written procedure. 

Changes in the text on the Description of tasks for the NCP were then suggested: Instead of “help refer national contacts to the NCP in another country” use the text: “act as a bilateral contact point”

Sweden suggested that the first bullet point on the second page should be changed: instead of “consider ways and means”, use the wording: “draw attention to gaps in legislation and in practices.”

Norway suggested to exclude the point altogether as the point is not possible to be part of the structure in most countries. But Norway would go with the Swedish suggestion. 

Denmark: unaccompanied is a problematic word in Denmark since the issue then involves a number of ministries. The work is an issue of ministry of social affairs and ministry of foreign affairs, the ministry of justice etc. The group recognises that this is a difficulty and a challenge in all countries but that this is one reason why there is a need for such a contact point.

Lithuania thought it would be more useful in the title to include what the contact points should be on, i.e. National Contact Points on unaccompanied and trafficked children from the region of the Baltic Sea States, in the region of the Baltic Sea States. 

Delete the word Intelligence and use the word “information” instead in the bullet point on collecting data and information. 

b) Present status of the cooperation: Eva Ekmehag described that at the moment eight countries have come forward with names of their National Contact Points. Three countries have put forward provisional contact points. Three countries are silent so far: Moldova, Russia and Germany have not responded with names to this call. Moldova has shown definite signs of soon assigning a person and from Denmark, Finland and Latvia provisional names have been designated. Denmark is looking for a permanent name. 

c) Contacts with other groups and initiatives: IOM: several contacts, lately at the stability pact meeting in Belgrade the other week, previous discussions with Mr Thomas Weiss, the head of the regional office for IOM. Agreement to be transparent on the issue recognising where they are in the process in the countries we work in. Quite a lot of activities in the area of shelters. IOM has very little focus now regarding children. NB8 initiative involving the Scandinavian countries and Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania is in many ways focusing on some of the issues WGCC works with and the Children’s Unit are co-ordinating with them. The NB8 initiative has meetings on State Secretary level, state secretaries from Ministries of Foreign Affairs.

Task force on organised crime within the CBSS: expert groups on different themes have now been merged. The relevant expert group on the issue of trafficking in human beings is the Expert group with this title. Their first meeting will be in the beginning of June. Hopefully the Children’s Unit will be able to address them at that meeting. The Unit has sent a proposal to that effect to the Expert Group. 

Iceland expresses the view that the Children’s Unit and the WGCC should promote this idea of governmental co-operation on children and trafficking wider. 

There was some discussion on the setting up of Contact Points and Focal points on different issues. Norway thought this may lead to several Units with the responsible ministry thus taking away some of the focus that the individual ministries had managed to put on issues relating to each other. The council of Europe for example has called for the setting up of focal point on sexual exploitation. Sweden expressed the view that the national focal points on sexual exploitation have a wider and quite different role than the NCPs we are presently discussing in this co-operation. 

Germany stated that there are structures in place in Germany that deal with questions of trafficked children especially the criminal aspects and Germany sees problems in setting up a co-ordinating structure since the responsibilities rest on different levels in the states and in the local city councils. Regarding unaccompanied children, the "Deutscher Verein für öffentliche und private Fürsorge - International Social Service"" in Frankfurt is dealing with many questions about transborder cooperation on child welfare. E.G.:,endangers of child welfare, questions of migration especially regarding minors, start case-oriented measures of the juvenile welfare service and to implement search of the family or origin.
The net of the association serves as a link between German and foreign countries. With their assistance the state of affairs abroad may be determined so as to set up contacts, prepare decisions and to put assistance in motion.
On the level of the federal states the "Landesjugendämter" is responsible. On their website of the "Bundesarbeitsgemeinschaft der Landesjugendämter" http://www.bagljae.de/ all  Landesjugendämter" can be called on. The ministry of children etc cannot be the co-ordinator on this since the policy may be different and have more bearing on the policy of migration. In Germany there are enough structures that can deal with the cases if needed. 

There is a similar situation in Russia, where different regions with different responsibilities make centralised co-ordination difficult. The Russian Ministry of Education had a series of discussions with different ministries and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs did too. The Ministry of Interior in Russia points to the representative in the Task Force on Organised crime why the Children’s Unit has communicated with the Russian representative to this group. 

The countries in the co-operation all have different structures why the bilateral and multilateral contacts needed to solve individual cases and to develop more and more child friendly procedures regarding care, assessment and reintegration need to be solved in different ways. The co-operation on unaccompanied and trafficked children should not be a new structure and should not be treated as such. It is important, stated Norway to be able to quickly find structures or institutions in countries of origin that may welcome a child and take care of a returning child in a secure way. Germany agreed that this was something they needed too.

d) Develop capacity and competence regarding care and protection of children that have been trafficked or return from other forms of exploitation in foreign countries 
Project suggestion: To use the contacts the WGCC and the Children’s Unit have with relevant professionals and institutions in several countries to develop capacity and competence regarding care and protection of children that have been trafficked or return from other forms of exploitation in foreign countries. The suggestion is to start by calling a meeting with an identified group of experts from countries in the co-operation in order to develop some form of project proposal. Estonia: The responsible ministry must be involved in order to ensure that the competence regarding organisational and legal issues of the NGOs involved is secured. Denmark: this kind of competence and capacity must be developed even if it wouldn’t be part of this specific co-operation. 

The next meeting of the appointed National Contact Points is planned for the 18th and 19th of May in Oslo.

§4. Activity Plan for the WGCC and the Children’s Unit for 2004 - 2005:

The draft Activity Plan for the WGCC and the Children’s Unit 2003 – 2004 was discussed. 

Iceland thought it was now time to reconsider the structure with a Competence Centre in each country attending the NC CC meetings. It was argued that: the broader priorities create problems for these meetings. The meetings regularly deal with issues that are broader than the Competence Centre’s competences. We may assume that the expert participants will differ some. Sweden suggested to have meetings with NCs and then invite people that are experts on specific fields. We should put this on the agenda for the next meeting. General support for this idea to have NCs and then experts on the different fields that we work on. Iceland mentions that we could consider having these meetings with invitees from outside of the region. Including the CoE and others. Estonia finances the CCs on sexual abuse and could not finance four others. We will consider our structure at the next meeting. 

The plan is then accepted.

§5. Budgetary issues
a) Report on outcome of 2003

b) Report on result from 2004 first quarter.

c) Budget for 2005. 

a. The travel costs for countries in transition is suggested to be called travel assistance.

b. The National Co-ordinators are under some pressure as many of them need to do their Childcentre work as an extra. 

c. The host country agreement has already changed in favour of the WGCC and the Children’s Unit in as much as costs for the Head of Unit are lowered. 

d. The WGCC gratefully acknowledges the fact that the Swedish government has covered the overhead costs for the Children’s Unit during the first three years of work. As of the 1st of January 2005 these costs will also need to be covered by the budget. 

i. The WGCC discussed the possibility of using the services of an information officer in the secretariat but since the position was not yet cleared from the CSO according to the reports at the meeting, such a decision could not be taken.

ii. The increase in administrative staff was also noted.

The WGCC decided not to take a decision on the budget since the cost of shared administrative staff and possible sharing of the information officer was not available. The decision was that the WGCC should take the size of the contribution in the proposed budget as an indicative figure and that formal decision on the budget for 2005 will be taken at the next meeting of the WGCC.

§6. Children and the Internet
The Head of Unit made a brief presentation on some of the issues that the Children’s Unit and NGOs and partners in the region are active in regarding children’s use of the Internet and the risk of exploitation through the Internet. EU’s safer Internet+ programme was also introduced as a possible source of funding. The SAFT project that involves among others Sweden and Norway and that is funded via the Safer Internet programme was briefly discussed. The website: www.saftonline.org gives access to the research and publications that have come out of this co-operation. The Children’s Unit will continue to follow the work in this field closely as it is within our priorities.

§7. Ministerial meeting
The Norwegian Minister for Child and Family Affairs is interested in hosting a meeting for the ministers in the region and the WGCC agreed that it would be valuable to have a new political commitment to the regional co-operation on children at risk. Important to have good discussion points for the future co-operation at the meeting in order for the ministers to meet and to influence the future policies. As President Putin was on a state visit to Norway two years ago he made a commitment to the co-operation on children at. Preparation of the ministers’ meeting is essential. For the meeting the WGCC thought it would certainly be good to report what kind of activities have been implemented so far through the co-operation and then let the ministers go on to discuss important topics for the future co-operation on children at risk in the region.

Several countries stress that the issue of children in institutions is important. Estonia also considers the issue of institutional care in relation to foster care. Research on children in different forms of alternative care is available and would possibly be good to include in a meeting with the ministers. Children in the street was also mentioned, children sometimes called children without parental care.

Lithuania considers the same topics as important. Priorities of the present government in Lithuania are to consider alternatives to institutional care and preventive work.

In Denmark the political interest would be on foster homes and on preventing children from leaving the original family. In Norway the debate is very polarised, institution or not, foster care or not. Sweden and Norway have the common project on finding the best institutional care for young persons with social adjustment difficulties. Mr Gudbrandsson from Iceland has recently finalised a report on Children in institutions for the CoE expert group. This report would be a good background for the meeting of ministers. 

Norway suggested that Norway, the Head of Unit and a few more members of the WGCC should meet and work out the details of the meeting bearing in mind the suggestions from this discussion.

Iceland welcomes the idea of a meeting and considers the issues mentioned important and relevant. Seconds the Norwegian suggestion for a preparatory group. 

Since the alternatives to institutions are different in the European countries, Iceland has considered the need for a kind of commission that could go through alternatives to institutional care. The Lithuanian government and UNICEF plan to have a joint conference in Vilnius on children in institutions this fall. All countries reported ongoing work on institutions. 

For the ministerial meeting the best time may be November but all WGCC members need to check the calendars of the ministers. November/December this year or January next year . Germany considers it a key question that the outcome of the meeting will be political. 

Norway together with the Head of Unit to follow up on this discussion and to continue this work. 

§8. Senior Advisor for the Children’s Unit from 2005-06-15
The Head of Unit was asked to leave the room during the discussion and was told the following on his return: The WGCC has decided to send a letter to the director and suggest that the Head of Unit be offered a three-year prolongation of his contract from 2005-06-15.

§9. Follow up from previous meetings 

a) The WGCC and the NCs should have increased contacts. A meeting together or a back-to-back meeting or a common meeting was suggested. The WGCC decided to have the next WGCC meeting jointly with the National Co-ordinators for one day and to have one day of WGCC deliberations without the NCs. The suggestion to the NCs will then be for them to have one day on their own and one day with the WGCC. It was decided to suggest the next meeting of the WGCC for this. 

c) The WGCC decided to print the brochure and instructed the Head of Unit to find the most appropriate and cheap way of doing this.

d) Evaluation of the web site was dealt with under the Childcentre heading.

e) Common statistics. The Head of Unit made a short introduction to the memo prepared after the meeting with researchers at Statistics Sweden. The memo produced many questions: Iceland wanted to include data on reports on child abuse to child protection authorities. It was generally felt that we should be more aware of which crimes against children we wanted to include. Denmark found it difficult to implement such a study without a more structured discussion on what to use it for. Denmark also mentioned the issue of children as witnesses to crimes committed against their mothers for instance and how we may include these crimes into this kind of investigation. The WGCC decided to reconsider this idea and maybe come back to the idea at a later time. 

Tuesday the 27th of April

§10. Report on the Childcentre

a) Statistics. The report on the Childcentre was presented and discussed. The WGCC generally found the report encouraging and that it was interesting to note that the use of the Childcentre is on the increase month by month. The WGCC also took note of the fact that the new statistics tool allows us to see which words that are most commonly used in searchengines that point to the site. The words were obviously sexual in nature. The number of users of the secure part has increased considerably during the last six months, something that was also welcomed by the WGCC.

b) New discussion forums were welcomed as a secure way of setting up discussion groups on the site in an easy way.

c) The members of the WGCC were encouraged to keep contacts with the respective National Co-ordinators in order for these to know the value in posting reports and documents on the site. 

d) Promoting the Childcentre. Brief discussion on this. The promotion leaflet has already been decided upon and the possible information officer was not taken any decision on since the decision on this post had not been taken by the CSO.

Evaluation of the web site

The first decision to take on this issue is to consider if this is the correct time to do the evaluation of the site. Iceland and Norway considered that maybe it would be beneficial for the evaluation to allow the site in its present form to function for a year until an evaluation is made. This was agreed upon by the entire group why the proposals from the two companies at this point was not discussed. The evaluation will be taken up again as an item at the meeting of the WGCC in October 2004 with a view to start the evaluation early 2005. (Please see Annex 2 for the report of on the Childcentre web site).

§11. Report on the research. 

Seven countries participate in the research on Young Persons Attitudes and Experiences on Commercial Sex and Sexual Contacts with Children: Norway, Sweden, Russia, Estonia, Lithuania, Poland and Iceland. All participating countries but Iceland will have finished the data collection shortly. The Estonian study has already been presented and the Swedish study will be presented at a press conference on the 11th of May. The Icelandic study will be delayed until the autumn of 2004. The Icelandic questionnaire has also been changed considerably why it is not certain that the Icelandic figures will be possible to use in the common database. Iceland reiterated its concerns with the method of using a questionnaire on these sensitive issues and thought that the response rates may well indicate that we will not get figures that are accurate and that the numbers we get may become misinterpreted. The Head of Unit responded that this topic had been thoroughly discussed during the meeting of researchers in Tartu and the researchers have agreed on careful study of all questionnaires that have responded affirmatively on questions that are specifically sensitive. Iceland argued that scientific research methodology tells us that the small number of affirmative responses to for example the questions on commercial sex, makes the result useless. Head of Unit said that this had been considered at the meeting and that the decision was to carefully study the whole questionnaire to see if the responses to other questions in some way supported the response on the question on commercial sex. Norway said that the scientific discussion on this would be ongoing and Sweden said that the results, even if carefully interpreted, gave us knowledge in a field where no such knowledge exists. Lithuania said that the Lithuanian researchers will present their study shortly and that the research team had been surprised over the findings and where not certain on how to interpret the results.

Svein Mossige is preparing a more comprehensive report about the status of the research co-operation which will be available later in May.

§12. Council of Europe follow up and “Log frame tool” on European work in combating sexual exploitation. 
Sweden presented the log frame tool that has been developed and tested by some countries as a follow up of the agreed measures that various meetings and agreements have produced. The development of the tool has been ongoing for some time in Council of Europe committee on crime problems. The group of specialists within the council of Europe has consulted with national representatives and the WGCC member for Sweden, Agneta Björklund has been invited together with the Croatian focal point on sexual explotation to assist them in developing this instrument. Five countries have tried the log frame tool including Sweden. The group has decided to call it REACT. It consists of a questionnaire on which actions have been taken by the governments. The tool consists of 15 pages of different actions that governments have committed themselves to do against the sexual exploitation of children. It lists the source of the commitment or the recommendation. The tool is designed so that the respondent may answer “yes”, “no” or “in progress” on efforts to reduce the sexual exploitation in the member countries. Some questions require a comment. If the countries in this co-operation respond to the questionnaire when it is to be delivered it would be helpful in our co-operation why Sweden strongly encourages everyone to fill it in. It will be sent to the member governments in the CoE in May or June. The first evaluation will take place in mid November. The Expert group within CoE is also planning a follow up event to the European and Central Asian preparatory meeting held in Budapest. The original plan was to have a meeting in Slovenia in October of this year but the discussion now is to have it back to back with a meeting where the UN Study on violence will be discussed. Norway told the group that it will second a senior person to work under the secretary general at the Council of Europe who will have the mandate to co-ordinate the different departments’ work on children. The forum for children and family affairs within the CoE is under the legal affairs department. The forum will be transformed into an expert group with 17 members. The regional part will be strengthened. Our regional work has been mentioned both by Sweden and Norway in CoE on several occasions and our work will be presented to relevant CoE foras in one way or another. 

§13. Election of chair and vice chair of the WGCC for the period 1st of July 2004 to 30th of June 2005

Ms Anne Hujala from the Finnish ministry for Social Affairs and Health, presently serving as vice chair person of the WGCC is proposed as chair by Norway and unanimously seconded. She is unanimously elected as chair of the Working Group for Co-operation on Children at Risk from 1st of July 2004 until the 30th of June 2005. 

Ms Audra Mikalauskaite from the Lithuanian ministry for Social Affairs and Labour is proposed as vice chair by Norway and is unanimously seconded. She is unanimously elected as vice chair of the Working Group for Co-operation on Children at Risk for the period from 1st of July 2004 until 30th of June 2005. 

§14. Follow up of the review of the CBSS secretariat
The WGCC have taken note of the suggestions in the review that affect the work of the Children’s Unit and the WGCC. At the moment the merger of the budgets have not been decided upon by the CSO and the WGCC will continue to monitor the developments on this and keep contacts with the national CSO members in order to be able to give the WGCC view on proposed changes.

§15. Children in Institutions
Iceland reported that the Icelandic member of the WGCC has been a member of a Council of Europe working group on the rights of children in institutions. The work of this group has a special significance for the WGCC work. It is one of the WGCC priority areas. The scope of the work of the CoE expert group covered the rights of children in institutions and was to make suggestions concerning prevention and alternative care. The group has produced two documents: 1. A document consisting of recommendations and 2. A report on children in institutions and in alternative care. The reports will be published in June. This is the first document on a very serious matter as millions of children are brought up in institutions and as of yet there is no international convention on the rights of these children. As a comparison the rights of prisoners are regulated in a convention. This work of the CoE may be the first step towards such a convention on the rights of children in institutional care. If this happens a monitoring committee will be set up to monitor institutions which is something that the Icelandic member strongly endorses. Sweden thanked Iceland for bringing this important work to the attention of the WGCC and for Sweden, the report will be useful as there is a Swedish committee looking into Children in care in Sweden. Sweden also highlighted the importance of the historical perspective. Lithuania also welcomes the report saying that the strategies on how to find alternatives to institutional care are high on the agenda in Lithuania. The rate of institutionalisation is increasing in several parts of the region. Iceland said that the CoE report describes the situation for children in institutions in Russia especially worrying. In Bulgaria and Romania the situation has improved as a lot of money, effort and international assistance was put into this. This illustrates the fact that change is possible. An important work in progress is a EU Daphne study on the quality of care in EU member states for children in institutions that are under 3 years of age. The detrimental effects of institutionalisation on very young children’s brain development had been convincingly demonstrated by an American researcher at a recent meeting in Copenhagen with the participants in the Daphne project.

The rights of children in institutions are something that would be of interest to the ministers. As WGCC we need to make this theme operational in some form of activity if we consider this an important topic. The ministerial meeting may then give the political backing to more comprehensive work on the issue. Norway mentions the research on how to create a good and evidence-based methodology on institutional care and rehabilitation of young persons with social adaptation problems in institutions. Lithuania mentions that they have UNICEF support in the government’s work on reforming institutions and working to find alternatives to institutions, a co-operation that will probably result in a joint conference in Vilnius during the fall of 2004. Lithuania reiterates its point that to have this as a topic at the ministerial would be valuable for the political level. Denmark expresses concern that there will be a polarisation into saying that institutions are always bad and foster care is always good. 

§16. Report to the CSO of the work of the Children’s Unit for the year 2003 – 2004

The WGCC at this point only had minor editorial changes that they wanted to add to the report. At the meeting, the attendees were asked to come back with comments on the report before May 5th to the Head of Unit.

§17. CSO meeting in Reykjavik and the presentation of the work of the WGCC and the Children’s Unit

The WGCC took note of the fact that the CSO has not met with the WGCC or the Children’s Unit during the entire Estonian presidency. The CSO member for Lithuania, Mr Misevicius recommended the chair to check with the chair of the CSO if there is such a possibility at the next CSO meeting. The WGCC decided that this should be done and that a letter stating the WGCC’s concern that no such meeting has taken place during this year. Head of Unit to draft such a letter for approval by the WGCC. 

§18. Reports
All the reports were noted.

§19. Decision on next meeting for the WGCC 

On behalf of the German minister for Children, Women, Youth and the Elderly Mr Ulrich Paschold invited the WGCC to Berlin for the next meeting of the WGCC. The date of next meeting was set to October 14th to 15th in Berlin. Following the previous decision of having one joint day with the National Co-ordinators the NC meeting will then be on the 13th and 14th of October and the WGCC meeting will be on the 14th and 15th of October with the two groups meeting together on the 14th. 

Poland expressed its intention and wish to invite the group to Warsaw for the following meeting in March 2005.

§20. Any Other Business. 
No other business had been announced.

§21. Close of the meeting 

The chair of the meeting Ms Anne Hujala, thanked the group for interesting discussions. A special thank you was extended to the Lithuanian hostess and to the CSO representative, Mr Misevicius for attending the meeting and contributing to the exchange of views. The meeting was closed. 
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