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Working Group for Cooperation on Children at Risk:

 Common priority issues

Adopted in December 2002, revised in October 2003

I. Introduction

Children at risk are one of the priorities in the cooperation within the Council of the Baltic States - CBSS. The aim of this paper is to address and highlight the main priority issues in the cooperation between the member states pertaining to children at risk. The paper serves as a guiding tool in order to facilitate further development of this cooperation, which is the responsibility of the standing working group for cooperation on children at risk - WGCC. It reflects the status of a process, an ongoing cooperation that has already produced positive results.

The WGCC was established on the basis of a decision taken by politicians and senior officials from ministers responsible for child matters in Stockholm on October 31st 2001. At the meeting, it was also decided to establish a unit to support the cooperation on children as a part of the CBSS secretariat.  The WGCC, on its first meeting in Vilnius, January 2002, decided on its terms of reference, including the preparation of a priority paper on which to base the future cooperation. This document was adopted by ministers at the end of 2002. The Children’s Unit at the CBSS secretariat came into effect on 1st of March 2002, following the acceptance by the Council of Senior Officials of the CBSS, at its meeting in February, 2002.

The terms of reference of the WGCC identify the basic tasks for the future cooperation. It is emphasised that the cooperation should continue to be assisted by the IT-network (The Child Centre). The WGCC should identify, support and implement cooperation with states and organisations in the region, and, when appropriate, outside the region. It should also manage and procure resources for the cooperation, decide on budgetary matters and provide guidance and control of the Children’s Unit within the CBSS secretariat.

The WGCC recognises that future development of the cooperation on children at risk in the region must be seen as a continuation of the achievements so far made, as well as taking into account other important international collaboration.

For further information about the background to the Children at Risk project –see Appendix 1

II. Other International Collaboration and Documents of Importance

The WGCC recognises that the cooperation of member’s states of the CBSS on children’s issues must build on important international work in the past, the present and the future. The following collaboration and documents will have special status in WGCC´s efforts in the future:

a. The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child

The UN Convention on the Right of the Child should be the foundation for the commitment of the member states in working for children at risk.  Efforts to implement the UN Convention in all member states should be given high priority in the work of the WGCC.

b. The Optional protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the sale of children, child prostitution and child pornography
The optional protocol came into force on the 18th  January 2002 and specifically urges governments to use all means to fight the trafficking of children, child prostitution, and child pornography. The protocol is a vital document in WGCC deliberations regarding priorities and actions.

c. The outcome documents of the two World Congresses on Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children

The Stockholm Congress in 1996 adopted a Declaration and Agenda for Action that continues to be of a great value for children at risk.  The Second World Congress in Yokohama 2001 addressed the changing nature and intensification of commercial sexual exploitation of children and identified the lessons to be learned. The Yokohama Global Commitment 2001 should be considered in the protection of children from all forms of sexual exploitation.

d. The Council of Europe efforts concerning sexual abuse ,street children and other issues on children at risk

The Council of Europe is actively involved in childhood policies and has specifically addressed sexual abuse and exploitation of children, street children, and children in care and other related issues. On the 31st of October 2001 the Committee of Ministers at the 771st meeting of the Ministers’ Deputies adopted the recommendation REC(2001)16 of Committee of Ministers to member states on the protection of children against sexual exploitation.

The Conclusions of the European Follow-up Conference to the 1996 World Congress, in 1998, are of importance.  In preparation for the Second World Congress against Commercial Sexual exploitation of Children in Yokohama 2001 the participants from Europe and Central Asia at the Conference “Protection of Children Against Sexual Exploitation” in Budapest 20 – 21 November 2001, adopted a Commitment and a Plan of Action.

The Plan for Active Intervention against sexual exploitation of children from 1999, designed by the Council of Europe under the Programme for Children in cooperation with Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, is of a particular relevance for work within the CBSS.

e. Work in a Nordic Council context

In 1997, the Nordic Council adopted two recommendations focusing on the conditions for children and young adults in the adjacent areas, recommendation 7/97 on the health of children and mothers inter alias, and recommendation 8/1997 on an action plan for children and young adults. The WGCC will take special notice of the measures included in the action plan with the aim of promoting social development of children and young adults and the relevant projects. The Children’s Unit will in all its activities see to that the relevant departments of the Nordic Council is kept well informed of the measures undertaken. This so that duplication of effort may be avoided, co-operation enhanced and maximum use made of the resources available
f. A World Fit for Children – The Outcome document of the Twenty-seventh special session of the General Assembly.

In May 2002 the Twenty-seventh special session of the General Assembly, UNGASS, convened. The outcome document, A World Fit for Children, includes actions and follow up recommendations to all nations present. The implementation of this document will be considered in the activities undertaken within the co-operation on children at risk.

III. Priority issues of the WGCC

The WGCC recognises that the fight against commercial sexual exploitation of children and the prevention of trafficking of children and young people, initiated the cooperation of the Baltic Sea states. However, at an early stage, the mandate for the cooperation was extended to the overall questions regarding children at risk. The term “children at risk” is applied to all forms of neglect and abuse, marginalisation, and exploitation of children and young people, including sexual, mental and physical abuse. Examples of target groups are street children, institutionalised children, children who have been trafficked for sexual purposes, abandoned children, and juvenile delinquents and young drug addicts. The especially vulnerable situation for children with disabilities should, where appropriate, be considered in all actions taken by the WGCC and the Children’s Unit.

The WGCC is aware of the fact that in spite of the extended mandate, the focus of the cooperation has been on sexual abuse, trafficking and exploitation of children. While these must continue to be in focus, it is time to explore the extended mandate. Consequently, the WGCC will adopt a broader approach while preserving continuity in the cooperation. The following issues will therefore be given priority.

a. The protection of children from all forms of sexual exploitation, abuse and trafficking

We are committed to the fight against commercial sexual exploitation of children (CSEC) through the documents from the two world congresses against CSEC. These documents point out regional co-operation as a part of this commitment.  WGCC will encourage the ongoing work concerning sexual exploitation and abuse with a special focus on trafficking of children. It has become more obvious during the recent years for most countries in the region that trafficking of children is a growing problem. There is evidence to suggest that child prostitution and child pornography are increasingly profitable businesses in many parts of the world. The fact that girls and boys are targeted in different ways need to be taken into account in all activities aiming at reducing and preventing prevalence of child sexual exploitation. Underlying factors as the status of young girls in the society should always be considered as preventive and rehabilitative efforts are made. A larger number of girls are sexually victimised but the number of boys and the specificities of their victimisation need to be recognised. The complexities of these crimes committed against children and young people call for an increasing collaboration between child welfare agencies, customs authorities and law enforcement agencies. Unaccompanied children and young people have been discovered in our member states. Some of these minors come to the attention of the authorities since they are sexually exploited others due to the fact that they are suspected to be involved in organised crime. Information concerning provenance, number and how these children are cared for is lacking. WGCC will encourage cooperation between our countries with the aim of identifying these children and providing them with appropriate support in order to start the process of reintegration. The co-operation within the WGCC will look at improving care, identification and reintegration of victims of sexual exploitation. The WGCC will however, always take into account the fact that the demand for sex with children is at the root of the problem and programmes aiming at diminishing the extent to which children and young persons are being sexually exploited need always recognise this.”

b. Unaccompanied and trafficked children.
Children and young persons exposed to exploitation and abuse will also be among those that use the possibility of movement between countries in our region. Abusive experiences and social exclusion do not stop at national borders. Boys and girls who experience violence and exploitation in their lives will want to change their situation and may sometimes try to do so by leaving their country of origin in search for a better future elsewhere. Boys and girls who lead lives where they see no future and detect no hope for improvement are also at risk of falling prey to other forms of exploitation. Traffickers in children for purposes of sexual exploitation or for purposes of exploiting the child in other forms of criminal activity regularly focus on recruiting children who find themselves in difficult circumstances. 

Children in the region cross our borders for several reasons: Some run away from persecution, war or warlike situations some from unbearable living conditions or exploitation. Some cross borders voluntarily and on their own, some pay adults to assist them. Others again are forced, coerced or deceived with promises of a brighter future in another country. Once in the new country some of these boys and girls are forced or threatened to commit crimes and some end up being exploited in the commercial sex market. The difficulty for the nations in the region to properly respond to both the protection needs and the rehabilitation needs of these young persons is clear. All countries are affected in different ways as countries of origin, transit countries and/or host countries. WGCC encourages stronger co-operation between responsible authorities as appropriate.

c. Street children and children without a family.  

Existing data suggest that there is a general trend in the Baltic countries that a growing number of families are unable to take care of their own children due to economic hardship and poverty. In January 2002 President Putin made an important statement on the difficult situation of street children in Russia. It is clear that the risks and the moral and physical dangers, to which these children are exposed, such as trafficking and prostitution, delinquency, drug addiction, are considerable. The hazards confronting girls living in the street differ somewhat from those that boys encounter. Girls are more exposed to violence both from their peers and from others and reports suggest that girls more often than boys sell sex in order to survive. At the same time it should be noted that the majority of children living in the street are boys.

The WGCC encourages the sharing of information on the situation of street children in order to increase awareness of this problem in the region. WGCC also encourages the development of networks among those working with street children and specific programmes to improve the situation of street children and children without families.

d. The rights of children in institutions and in other forms of protection.

In spite of big efforts to try to reduce the number of children in institutional care there is evidence that shows an increase in the number of young children placed in children’s homes in the last years. This is partly due to the numerous political, social and economical difficulties that have forced children into public care. In many countries in the region the call for helping children off the streets have at times meant creating institutions for these children. Institutionalisation is used as a means of solving a wide-range of problems. Many children are placed in institutions in order for them to be provided with basic care since they are in some way seen as children with disabilities. In some countries abandonment is the primary reason for placing children in institutions. What causes abandonment in each individual case is less evident. Poverty and drug abuse in the family seem to play a relatively large role, but this may also mask other causes. Many children leaving institutions are not prepared for the life that awaits them. Reports indicate that when children leave institutions a large number become prostitutes or end up in criminality. The need for better preparing young persons in institutions for independency is imminent.

WGCC will encourage cooperation concerning the implementation of alternative measures to the childcare system in order to prevent institutionalisation of children. Some forms of institutionalisation seem mostly to affect boys and some institutions in the region mainly or exclusively care for girls. Knowledge on factors contributing to this is important. Further the WGCC encourages cooperation to improve the situation for children in institutions by introducing basic standard rules for children’s residential units to secure their rights.  

e. Young offenders and self-destructive behaviour of children.

In many member states the levels of youth criminality is high. Reports indicate that this is associated with poverty, unemployment, substance abuse and disintegration of the family. Youth crime and other self-destructive behaviour as well as high levels of drug abuse, prostitution and suicide, need to be addressed. Some forms of youth criminality and youth violence are almost exclusively committed by boys. Thus boys inhabit many prisons and detention centres for young criminals. Criminality in young girls shows a different pattern. These factors all need to be considered as the WGCC discuss measures and means in order to encourage co-operation between the member states in fighting youth criminality. Self-destructive behaviour in young persons follow distinct gender patterns where for example suicidal attempts are more prevalent in girls and where boys’ have a tendency to act out their desperation through engaging in violent behaviour and/or drug abuse. In all of these the importance of recognising gender differences is obvious. 
There is a group of young boys that exhibit sexual behavioural problems. Research shows that more than half of convicted adult sex offenders started their abuse of children when they were themselves below the age of 18. These facts underline the importance of early intervention, especially when there are strong indications that treatment results of young offenders are considerable more positive than with adult offenders. Research indicates that among perpetrators of child sexual abuse as many as half of them were sexually abused as children. These data imply that the step from being a victim of child sexual abuse to becoming a perpetrator may indeed be very short.

Programmes aiming at preventing sexual abuse need to be built on knowledge about young perpetrators and their specific needs in order to be re-integrated into society. 

WGCC will encourage cooperation in order to develop methods and best practices on rehabilitation of young offenders and children that express self-destructive behaviour. 

IV. Strategies

a. Local Government Empowerment

The cooperation on children at risk within the framework of the Council of the Baltic Sea States and the establishment of the Children’s Unit within the secretariat of the CBSS underlines the fact that the regional cooperation to empower national and local governments to improve the situation for children at risk builds on mutual exchange of expertise, strategies and practices. All countries in the region should thus benefit from the work in this context both on the national and on the local level. The work of the Children’s Unit shall focus on assisting national and local governments in improving conditions for children at risk in the respective countries through multilateral and bilateral cooperation in the region. In most of the Baltic Sea States, legislation focuses on the formal protection of children’s rights. Yet, the protection of the individual child is not always guaranteed in practice. The responsibilities of those who are to protect children and their rights are not always clearly defined. Therefore, there is a need to focus on the implementation of legislation on a local level as decentralised structures are more likely to identify specific needs and provide the appropriate services, sensitive to the needs of children and families, than are centralised institutions. However, in order to guarantee the implementation and further development of services, an appropriate monitoring system should be developed that enables observation and evaluation of the effectiveness of the measures. Such systems need always to be sensitive to the fact that girls are more exposed to sexual exploitation than boys.

The local authorities and professionals must be qualified and empowered to act pro-actively, intersectorialy and interdisciplinary. Involving local authorities ensures that knowledge and experience are accumulated and applied with lasting effect.

b. Preventive efforts – early intervention

General welfare measures provide the foundation for effective care and protection of children against abuse. Children living in poverty are not likely to develop to their full potential. Children at risk should, like any other child, have the right to an adequate standard of living, access to basic health services, education and care. Their specific needs need to be identified, recognised and responded to by responsible authorities. 

The family plays an important preventive role in caring for their children. Families should be empowered in these tasks by all means possible. They should also be supported in order to ensure an active and positive cooperation with the authorities if there is a risk of abuse or in situations where abuse takes place. When abuse takes place inside the family, special attention should be paid to early intervention in partnership with the non offending parent or guardian in the family. Intervention should be based on the principle of “the best interest of the child”, full respect for the child and the parents and with sensitivity to their feelings and reactions. The child should always be heard and her/his views respected and taken into account when decisions are made.

Education of those who work with and for children on child abuse, signs and symptoms, is of crucial importance in early intervention. Signs and symptoms of abuse and neglect tend to differ between boys and girls. It is vital that these differences are addressed in educational programmes. Guidelines for reporting cases should be issued and speedy and effective work procedures should be developed in investigating reports, assessment and case management.

Much research has shown that abuse, whether sexual, physical or emotional, often is an outcome of a vicious circle in which the victim becomes the future offender. This is especially true for abused boys. It should be the priority of prevention and early intervention to attempt to break this vicious circle.

c. Treatment/rehabilitation after abuse

Measures should be taken to promote physical and psychological recovery and social reintegration of a child victim of any form of neglect, exploitation and abuse, in an environment that fosters the child’s health, self-respect and dignity.

Abuse of children and young people can be vicious, repeated and of long duration. Consequently it often has serious and long lasting effects. Therefore provisions must be made for long-term rehabilitation and treatment. These resources should be diversified in order to accommodate different needs of children and the fact that rehabilitation of boys is different from rehabilitation of girls.

A careful and professional assessment of child victims of abuse is the key to appropriate treatment and rehabilitation. Such evaluation need to take into account issues on how girls and boys may perceive their victimisation differently and how this perspective must influence the form and content of the rehabilitation/reintegration. 

d. Interdisciplinary and multiagency approach

A variety of professional skills are required to deal with the complexities involved when children are at risk of abuse or exploitation. When attempting to improve the living conditions of children living in the street and for children in institutions several responsible authorities and agencies can be identified: Improving the lives for children at risk will involve child protection services, social services, medical and psychological professionals, police authorities, public prosecution offices and staff in institutions to mention some.

Since different agencies are involved in child abuse cases or in cases of youth criminality there is a need to coordinate and administer the agencies’ efforts in order to prevent the re-victimisation of the child. The different agencies need to adapt to the needs of each boy or girl instead of the child adapting to the needs of the agencies. Joint investigative interviews, existence of social reports at trials of young criminals and collaboration of different partners in one location is often recommended.

e. Action Plan

Each year, the WGCC will agree on an action plan regarding the major steps that should be taken in regards to the collaboration on Children at Risk. Such a plan shall include timing, funding and identify a responsible partner of proposed programmes and initiatives. There should also be a suggestion on how to follow up the implementation of programmes and initiatives.

The Senior Advisor to the Children’s Unit will prepare the action plan in collaboration with the Chair and vice Chair of the WGCC. 

f. Development of research and dissemination of information

There is a lack of knowledge based on research in the field of children at risk, not least street children, trafficking and sexual exploitation of children. Without more and better knowledge, the extent and prevalence of abuse will not be properly addressed and priorities of action cannot be identified. The limited resources cannot be properly managed without a proper knowledge base.

Research-centres specialised in children’s issues should collect and analyse relevant information and accessible knowledge on social, investigative, medical and psychological aspects and disseminate the relevant data. Dissemination of information and knowledge among centres, nationally and across boarders is essential for the regional cooperation.

g. Involvement of NGOs

In many of the member states, NGOs play a crucial role in delivering services for children at risk. In all member states, the NGOs are vital in awareness raising. They often provide the government agencies with necessary criticism and support that promotes progress for children at risk. Governments should encourage the activities of NGOs and government agencies should cooperate and facilitate their effort as much as possible. A special emphasis should be given to the cross-border networking of NGOs in the region.

h. Involvement of the Private Sector

The private sector, especially the tourism industry, plays an important role in the fight against commercial sexual exploitation of children. The private sector may also prove a valuable partner in attempts to reduce youth criminality and in improving situation for street children that may at times be considered a problem by shops in central areas of the major cities. Governments should facilitate cooperation between the competent authorities and organisations of the private sector and the tourism industry to improve efforts. They should involve the tourism industry in adopting legal instruments such as codes of conduct for the protection of children from sexual exploitation.

i. Networking, “best practices”, 

Local, national and international networking is important to improve the conditions for children at risk. Closer contacts can facilitate in combating all factors contributing to situations where children are at risk of abuse or of exploitation. There is much inspiration to gain from an open and easy access to information on activities within member states and on cross-boarder activities so as to limit duplication of effort and to learn from experiences made both within and outside of the region.. In particular, the exchange of information on best practices is of value. The Child centre is used to distribute and deliver documentation on ongoing and completed efforts.

Appendix 1


Background to the Children at Risk project.
· The World Congress against Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children held in Stockholm in 1996 represented a turning point in international awareness and cooperation on sexual exploitation of children. The Stockholm Congress adopted a Declaration and Agenda for Action inviting participating States to develop comprehensive, cross-sectoral and integrated strategies against sexual exploitation of children.

· At the meeting of Heads of Governments of the Council of the Baltic Sea States in Riga in January 1998, it was agreed to strengthen the efforts against commercial sexual exploitation of children in the Baltic Sea Region. This decision was supported by a survey on the Implementation of Certain Rights of the Child, already published in 1997 by the CBSS Commissioner on Democratic Institutions and Human Rights. The summit resulted in a number of outcomes and the responsibility to implement these were taken on by several member states.
· Sweden, Norway and Estonia hosted a conference in Tallinn on commercial sexual exploitation of children in September 1998.  The conference underlined the need of a regional collaboration on the issues as well as to broaden the mandate in order to include more categories of “children at risk” in the regional collaboration.

· In March 1999 a Ministerial Meeting on Children at Risk in the Baltic Sea Region was held. Prior to this meeting, Sweden had set up a special group for children at risk in the Baltic Sea Region, which in collaboration with Norway had developed a project plan involving application of IT-technology in the co-operation of the member states. (The Child Centre). The concept, based on an IT-network, would provide a virtual meeting place or centre for children’s issues and a forum for dialogue. It would include a database, a calendar of events, news and channels for consultations. Child Competence Centres in the region would be provided with the proper equipment in order to promote the collaboration in the region. The suggestion also included the publication of a newspaper: “Children at Risk in the Baltic Sea Region” as a further means to enhancing networking on children’s issues. The IT-project received particular attention at the Ministerial Meeting and was generally accepted as a means of developing collaboration in the region. The Swedish Minister declared that Sweden was prepared to fund the establishment of the Child Centre and to arrange meetings between national experts to decide upon from and content.
· Sweden and Norway received further support for the IT-project at the meeting of Heads of Government in Palanga in June 1999 and at the meeting of CBSS Council of Senior Officials in April 1999. The Swedish special group then worked on creating a network of child specialists in the region by organising expert meetings in Visby, (at this meeting also IT-experts participated) Sweden, in September 1999, and Tartu, Estonia, in December 1999.  This net-work has further been developed by meetings of the competence centres (child specialists) in Sätra Bruk, Sweden, September 2000, in Vilnius, Lithuania, in February 2001, in Lübeck, Germany, September 2001, and in Tallinn, Estonia, in December 2001.

· At the meeting of officials from Ministries responsible for child matters in Stockholm, March 2000, it became clear that there was a political support from all member states to continue the work for children at risk.  All member states supported a Swedish application for funding from the EU STOP- programme for support of the implementation of the Child Centre. At the meeting it was decided to establish a Reference group consisting of senior officials from Ministries responsible for children’s matters to supervise further development of the IT-network. Further it was decided that Denmark was to chair an ad hoc working group to identify priorities for continued work on children’s issues.

· At the Baltic Sea States Summit in Kolding, April 2000, the Heads of Government recommended to “intensify efforts to enforce a co-ordinated and multidisciplinary approach towards children at risk in the Baltic Sea region, including, inter alias, initiatives at the local level, and to further develop the Child Centre for Children at Risk IT-network for intergovernmental exchange of information and experiences in the area of child welfare and protection” and to “promote co-operation between NGOs and authorities involved in children’s issues”.
· At the first meeting of the Reference group in Oslo, June 2000, priority issues were discussed on the basis of a draft priority paper produced by the ad hoc working group chaired by Denmark. Further it was decided that each member state should appoint a National Coordinator, whose main responsibility is to collect data and convey information to the Child Centre, liasing with the Child Centre and the network of national coordinators besides establishing a network of national experts for promoting the project.  The Reference group also met in Riga, Latvia, in February 2001, to further elaborate on the status of the project and its possible integration into the CBSS framework.

· In June 2000 at the meeting of the Foreign Ministers within the CBSS the conclusions from the Kolding summit were welcomed. The Foreign Ministers stated in the Communiqué from the Bergen meeting: “…the Council agreed on a set of concrete measures to further…enforce a co-ordinated approach towards children at risk.”
· The first meeting of the National Coordinators was held in Munich, Germany, September 2000, followed by joint meetings with the Competence Centres in Vilnius, Lithuania, in February 2001, in Lübeck, Germany, September 2001, and in Tallinn, Estonia, in December 2001.  These meeting have greatly enhanced the potentialities for effective networking and cooperation by the means of the Child Centre in the future.
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