Children’s participation: irrelevant questions that need to be asked

Dashing in a taxi from the airport through the wide streets of St. Petersburg a group of foreign colleagues gazed intensively through the windows, trying to grasp the first impressions of the city. Most of the group came to St. Petersburg, and Russia, for the first time, thus, not so many things seemed familiar from the begining. During an hour-long drive colleagues in the car noted a couple of things, though, that St. Petersburg shared with their cities - the unpredictable turns of the taxi drivers and sugary melodies of the radio commercials.

However, there was another issue the group in the taxi shared among themselves and with their Russian colleagues, and that brought them all to St. Petersburg, to the third seminar organized in mid-February 2007 by the Council of the Baltic Sea States (CBSS) in the framework of the project “Baltic Sea Region Comprehensive Assistance to Children Victims of Trafficking Training Programme“. The participants of the seminar shared the concern over children, mostly abused, abandoned, exploited, unaccompanied or trafficked, children with special needs whether you met them in Sweden, Poland, Lithuania or Russia. Professionals from around the Baltic Sea and the neighbouring countries came to St. Petersbug to continue the process which started in Vilnius and Warsaw in the end of 2006 – sharing experiences of care and assistance for abused children.  

In comparison with the first two seminars, which focused on protective care and psychosocial rehabilitation of trafficked children, the discussions in St. Petersburg have gained especially heated and personal character. The seminar focused on child’s participation in shaping their own healing process – the issue, which often escapes reflection of childcare professionals. The topics covered included encouraging agency of the young person, outlining possibilities in cooperation with the young person, defining the space for assistance and developing techniques to involve young persons instead of advising them what to do.
Shall professionals listen to a child’s opinion and consider it when planning assistance? Why would experts want to ask a child about his or her preferences? How much and in what issues can a child decide for himself or herself? “These and similar questions may be considered irrelevant”, – says Henk van Beers, a social worker and a lawyer of Save the Children Sweden, the trainer at St. Petersburg seminar. “Wether it is good to involve the child in decisions affecting his or her rehabilitation is not under discussion. In most of the countries there are legal and administrative proceedings, which say that children do have the right for their views to be taken into account. Thus, professionals working with children are simply obliged to follow these legal regulations” – notices Henk van Beers .

Even if the legal part of the issue sounds clear, on a practical level it becomes more complex and contraversial, especially when children’s choises are not consistent with these of adults around them. “It might be easy to accept the decision of my daughter to choose one school out of four options pre-selected by myself. However, it is much more difficult for a professional working with abused children to accept that his or her client chooses to stay in prostitution, drug-addiction, crime or street” – notes Madeleine Vreeburg, educationalist, specializing on participation and children’s issues, another trainer at St. Petersburg seminar. 

“For a child children’s home is a better place to be than the street”, “When a 16-year-old decides to continue in prostitution, you accept” – similar statements, named provocative by the participants, were raised in the seminar to highlight the complexity of children’s involvement in their own rehabilitation. Not surprisingly, heated debates evolved when professionals had to take their personal stand on these issues. Nevertheless, inspite of the ethical dillemmas that child participation raises, some professionals have numerously faced the need to involve children in the process of counselling, reintegration or any other treatment, and even developed particular methods and techniques, shared during the seminar. Evaldas Karmaza, psychologist from the Lithuanian NGO “Child House” told how the atmosphere of participation and choise was created with sexually abused children: “We ask the child to make many different decisions in the process of counseling. The decisions can vary from the place to sit, the professional to talk with, the length of brakes in the interview to much more complicate issues like reporting abuse to the police or parents. We make the children choose, and take responsibility for their choices” – says Evaldas Karmaza.  
A different example of children’s involvement was presented by Karin Norlin from the youth emergency unit in Stockholm. In this institution children are asked to evaluate the work of professionals. “First, we explain that we need their opinions to improve our work. Then we ask how much use they found for themselves in communication with us. Sometimes the feedback is: “I wanted to take my drugs, but you disturbed me”, and it is very informative for us. “You disturbed my drugs” means we have to continue disturbing the kids on the streets” – believes Karin. During the seminar more good practices were presented not only on involving children in the process of healing, in development of profesionals, but also on prevention of victimization.  

The seminar also targeted the widespread belief that to involve the child is to listen to him or her. Participants agreed that even though every child has some capacity of forming and expressing his or her views, certain conditions and experiences, like trauma, abuse, drugs, alcohol distort perceptions and limit the possibilities of expression. Thus, child’s opinion has to be actively sought, encouraged and practiced, and the necessary conditions for child’s participation have to be created. Access to information, safety, confidence facilitate child’s involvement. Sometimes it takes as little as explaining very basic rights of the child during the legal process, discussing who the judge and prosecutor is, why the officials in the court are dressed in black to significantly increase children’s participation, noticed Evaldas Karmaza. 
Obviously, some choises abused and victimized children make are hard to accept for adults. Moreover, the line is very slippery and sensitive in the cases of severe abuse and exloitation. When professional protection means defending the child from the self-destructive lifestyle, who decides, what is the self-destruction? Some participants noted that the seminar left more questions than answers. However, the questions is where the process of reflection starts. At this point, all the “irrelevant” questions on children’s participation need to be actively asked and reflected both personally and publicly among the childcare professionals, and the reasons for involving children in their own healing process have to be clearly outlined and emphasized.

