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Report of the National Co-ordinators and the Competence Centres Meeting in Vilnius

February 12 and 13th, 2001
Report by Professor Stewart Asquith

Rapporteur

1. Evaldas Karmaza and Audra Mikalauskaite welcomed all to the meeting of National Co-ordinators in Vilnius.

2. Introduction.
Ingrid Akerman gave a brief resume of progress and developments with the Child Centre over the past few months. She referred to the fact that there has 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. However, since the 4th January a Norwegian company had been contracted and were now fully engaged in redesigning the web site to give it a more contemporary feel. A new site had been produced though not yet public.  It is now important  that progress should be made quickly in making the Child Centre operational as soon as possible. 
Similarly, the provision of secure access to the site for each National Co-ordinator would be managed through personalised phone calls from Frank Vevle, the technical IT expert. Each Natioanl Co-ordinator would receive a smart card and smart card reader for secure access to the site. The training provided at this meeting in Vilnius would then allow the National Co-ordinators to be fully engaged in publishing information and data to the Child Centre.  The Child Centre itself would be fully operational from February 15th.

Ingrid Akerman also reminded that the questions about sexually exploited children are very high on the political agenda not only in our Region also in the European Union and globally. The Second World Congress Against Commercial Sexual Exploited Children will be in Yokohama Japan 17-20 December 2001.

What was also noted and greeted with enthusiasm was that Ambassador Bo Henrikson had once again resumed as Chairman of the project- a highly significant factor given the high political profile of the initiative as a whole.

3. Integration within the CBSS Framework

Ingrid Akerman outlined the steps necessary for integration of the project and the work of the Child Centre into the CBSS framework and reminded the group that the work of the Swedish Special Group came to an end on the 31st December 2001. It was important then that the necessary steps to achieve integration into the framework of the CBSS be acknowledged; that the necessary actions be taken and that the necessary deadlines be met.

The group expressed some uncertainty about the context of the work of the National Co-ordinators and also of the Competence Centres and indeed the relationship between the two. Ingrid Akerman summarized the history of the Child Centre ( a copy of the report on which she based her comments had been made available on the 29th January as had been the paper on Common Priority Issues produced in June 2000 after the meeting of the reference Group in Riga.

In summary- the Reference Group
 is composed of senior officials from Ministries responsible for issues concerning children at risk representing their respective countries and having been mandated to contribute to the decision-making on future strategic and policy initiatives on Children at Risk.

 The National Co-ordinators had been appointed in autumn 2000 and they were to be responsible for the publishing of the material to the Child Centre and generally responsible for the security aspects associated with the Child Centre. National Co-ordinators could take the form of an agency or organisation and not just an individual.  The meeting of the Reference Group in Riga the week before ( See Stewart Asquith's comments below) had agreed that it was important for a set of guidelines to be produced for the National Co-ordinators to make clear just what their responsibilities were and how they could best discharge those responsibilities. 

The Competence Centres were those Centres/bodies which had specific expertise in children's issues and which would provide information and material to be published to the Child Centre. There was an initial core group which was being co-ordinated by BUP Elefanten of Sweden but there was no reason why in the future more might not join the project.

Bjorn Bredesen suggested that the issue of the relationship between the National Co-ordnators and Competence Centres was really a matter for the countries and respective ministries in question. These were really national issues to be resolved in the countries involved in order to best exploit the knowledge and expertise available.

Ingrid Akerman also reminded the meeting that early plans had included an NGO room for the Child Centre. The first NGO meeting will be 12-13 March in Tallinn, organized by the Central Union for Child Welfare in Finland and the Estonian Union for Child Welfare together with the Swedish Special Group. The meeting will discuss the NGOs involvement in the Child Centre and how best they might co-operate.

She also emphasized that the STOP funding of course runs out later this year and that with the end of the project as it is currently conceived in December 2001 it was important for all parties concerned to consider how more or additional funding might be secured quite apart from the integration of the Child Centre within the framework of the CBSS.

Dorte Bindslev argued that the Reference Group had lacked leadership and that it was now almost a year since it had met and with little work done since then although the next important meeting of the Reference Group was only a few weeks away in April. She also emphasized that Denmark had taken the lead in producing the priority paper for Children at Risk for the Reference Group in June last year and that funding had also to be secured to put its contents into practice. She also reminded the group that the Reference Group had a wider responsibility than just the IT project as it was in fact concerned with the whole field  of children at risk- the Child Centre was only one element of that.

Bjorn Bredesen expressed the view that important though these issues all were, the main focus of this meeting was the IT project and our efforts should concentrate on that and how best to co-operate in developing the Child Centre. Similarly we did have to be aware of the deadlines we should be recognizing and meeting as we seek to achieve integration into the CBSS framework. In brief the main deadlines were 

Working Group on Democratic Institutions in Copenhagen March 2nd.

Reference Group , April 6th.

Working Group on Democratic Institutions in Rekjavik  April 26-27th.

Committee of Senior Officials in May

Meeting CBSS Ministers with responsibility for children in June

Meeting of CBSS Foreign Ministers

Contact with the CBSS Secretariat in Autumn

End of the work of the Special Group in December 2001.

It was clear that the Child Centre had considerable political support but as yet no formal decision had been made about integration within the CBSS framework. Audra Mikalauskaite suggested that it would be a great pity if the project fell at the political level and that all involved should seek funding from as many sources as possible.

4. Report from the meeting of the Reference Group in Riga.

Stewart Asquith gave a brief overview of the meeting of the Reference Group held in Riga the week before. He had also provided a draft summary report (distributed to all at the meeting) of the meeting in which he emphasised the protocol to be followed to achieve integration within the CBSS framework.

He also identified a number of key issues from the meeting and his report.  These included

(i) that a set of policy guidelines should be drawn up for the National Co-ordinators to assist them in fulfilling their role. These would be finalised after the discussions held at the Vilnius meeting.

(ii) the concern discussed at the Riga meeting of the need for the work of the Child Centre to be subject to Swedish Law as the Child Centre is hosted on a server  located at the Swedish Special Group.

(iii) that overall responsibility for the administration of the Child Centre would rest with the Swedish Special Group.

(iv) that the Child Centre be known formally as the Child Centre for Children at Risk in the Baltic Sea Region.

5. Main issues in the discussion

 In the discussions that followed a number of clear themes could be identified.

(i) it was important to make clear that the mandate of the Reference group was really only in reference to the  IT project.

(ii) it had to be made clear that the National Co-ordinator was representing the national country and that ultimately responsibility for the future direction of the work of the National Co-ordinators and Competence Centres were a national issue.

(iii) that, as agreed at earlier meetings of the Reference Group, the IT project was concerned with children at risk of sexual abuse or sexual exploitation. It was clearly the case that children can be subject to other forms of risk ( reflecting the wider remit of the Reference Group referred to above) but that the focus of this project was on sexual abuse and sexual exploitation.

(iv) that though Competence Centres may provide material for publishing to the Child Centre it was the National Co-ordinator who had the authority to actually publish the material.

(v) it would be useful for an ' organogram ' to be produced outlining the structural relationship between the Reference Group, National Co-ordinator and Competence Centres in addition to all the other elements involved in the both the history and future of the IT project.

6. The Child Centre- Technical Issues

Frank Vevle described the technical elements of the Child Centre; how the publishing tool would work and how the security of the system would be made safe. Because of the fact of the computers available for the training element of the meeting being connected only by telephone modem, training opportunities were more restrictive than had been hoped. The moral from this of course was that telephone internet connections would compromise the ability of users to fully benefit from the services offered by the Centre.

He described the Child Centre being developed in two phases. Phase 1 ended on the day of the meeting in that the Centre was nearly operational and would be publicly available from the 15th February. The granting of publishing rights to the National Co-ordinators; the provision of training and the redesign of the Child Centre format marked the end of phase 1. Phase 2 would involve the development of the more interactive elements of the Child Centre such as teleconferencing videoconference, streaming video and secure mail.

Frank gave a general demonstration of the redesigned web site and also of the smart card and publishing tool. This was followed up later by more detailed training including the publishing of materials brought by some of the National Co-ordinators.

A number of general issues were discussed about the technical elements of the Child Centre-

(i) the security of the system is of paramount importance because of the dangers/threats posed by hackers- especially since those who exploit the Internet for the purposes of child abuse and sexual exploitation tend to be extremely well technologically equipped .

(ii) care needs to be taken in terms of how many (and at what quality) graphics can or should be published without compromise the accessibility of the Child Centre.

(iii) additional smart cards could be provided but again it was the responsibility of the National Co-ordinator to safeguard the security of all cards and their distribution in line with the guidelines which would be produced after the meeting.

(iv) a discussion was held about the criteria that would be used by the National Co-ordinator in authorising publication of materials submitted. Once again, the importance of  the importance 'national' arrangements was emphasised and that such decisions should be left to the particular arrangements established in the different countries.

7. Communication- presentation by Peter Mathsson

Peter made a number of suggestions as to how we might all better communicate and how in particular the Child Centre would benefit from a  number of principles which would contribute to better communication. 

These included-

(i) by using good headlines, allowing the reader to quickly decide whether the information is relevant to his/her needs and there s/he has any interest in it.

(ii) supplying information not necessarily in chronological order but in order of relevance.

(iii) supplying information not just under one heading or category but under several so as to allow for a number of access/identification points.

(iv) focusing on the issue at hand.

(v) careful phrasing of the message.

(vi) using substantiated or evidence based information.

(vii) providing short summaries.

(viii) identifying what is important for the reader/user, not the author.

(ix) providing small bits of information as a means of capturing the readers initial attention.

(x) recognising that time is of the essence- get material into the Child Centre soon so that it is fresh and all the more relevant.

(xi) acknowledging that we are all reporters and can actually find 'news' to be included in the Child Centre.

Whereas we used to live in a world where information was of low volume and transmitted at low speed, we have now moved to a global context where information is offered at high speed and in incredible volume. The task of the good communicator has to be to assist the user in quickly and readily finding what is of immediate relevance to her/him. The general principle has to be that the Child Centre will be only as good as the information that goes into it; that what use it is put to is highly dependent on the quality and relevance of the information out into it.

8. Information to be included in the Child Centre

Ingrid Akerman led a discussion on the information which should be held in the Child Centre and the order of priority which should be attached to it.  The following are the main categories of information include

Contributions :

· Experiences of a multi professional approach when working with sexual abused children. Ex. Forencis interwievs

· Good Practice

· Personal and professional experiences working with sexual abused children

· Comparable research data

· Educational programs

· Obligations forms for financial support

· Guidelines on how to do the medical examination on sexual abused children

· The dilemma  - to make sexual abused children talk

Needs:

· Overwiev of the current knowledge

· Best practice

· Research 

· Definitions on sexual abuse

· Good comparable statistics

· National debate on sexual abused children

· Activities concerning sexual abuse

· Legislation

Just as it was important for us to include information based on knowledge and expertise, so too it was identified as important that we undertake an audit of what we don't know. 'Knowing what we don't  know was considered by the group to be an important principle on which to base decisions about priority and relevance of information.

Concern was expressed about the lack of statistical information within countries but also about the lack of comparable material between countries. Similarly, it was also important that we are assured that we are using the same terminology in our work- a suggestion was made that a glossary of terms might be made available to both determine some aspects of information gathering and also make the meaning of key terms clear to users.

Stewart Asquith also suggested that as part of the process of developing the information agenda, an annual report could be produced along the lines of 'The State of the Baltic Sea Region's Children' employing a similar framework to 'The State of the World's Children' produced by UNICEF.  

9. Discussion of Issues Relating to the role of National Co-ordinator. 

Though the suggestion had been made that the National Co-ordinator was ultimately responsible to respective ministries or indeed ultimately the national government, a number of participants expressed concern that their professional position meant that they were in fact independent and indeed the politics of the National Co-ordinator if an organisation may well be different from the politics of a Ministry. National Co-ordinators could not be asked to lose their independence by being involved in the work of the Child Centre.  Again it was suggested that each country would need to establish a working protocol/arrangements to assist the National Co-ordinator.  The National Co-ordinator and the Ministerial representative on the Reference Group would need to liase on this matter.

National Co-ordinators would also benefit from maintaining close contact and establishing their own forum for discussion of all matters relating to their role.

Clarity was sought about what would be happening in the 'closed ' rooms.  Today discussion forums can be open in the restricted areas and also teleconferences with 3-5 participants at the same time. As these would be developed more fully in Phase 2 of the project, detailed discussion was left until later

Though it was clearly important at the Vilnius meeting to focus on the technical side of the project, Evaldas Karmaza asked the group not to lose sight of the vision of the project- of what it was all about and what its main objectives were.  The publishing tool and the Child Centre site itself had to be seen for what they were – important though they are- as means to enhancing the lives of children in the Baltic Sea Region. It was also agreed that the 'vision' for the Child Centre had to be reviewed and discussed regularly.

Bragi Gudbrandsson also reminded the group that at the meeting of National Co-ordinators in Munich, the promotion of the website was an important element in the project as a whole. No matter how well produced and designed websites are, they have to be brought to the attention of potential users. It was agreed then that National Co-ordinators would also have some responsibility for developing a strategy to promote the Child Centre and make people aware of its existence.

Working on the Child Centre would itself lend the opportunity for other forms of collaboration between countries- Lithuania and Norway had for example just established a bilateral agreement.

The group also agreed that alternative sources of funding for different activities associated with the Child Centre – training/ study visits etc- could be sought by National Co-ordinators.

10. Nordic Council as a Source of Funding.

Dorte Bindslev outlined the funding possibilities through the Nordic Council- especially the Nordic Action Plan for Children and Young Adults Adjacent areas ( that is, countries adjacent to Nordic countries). The web site is at http://www.norden.org  

Applications for funding can be received between  1st April and 1st October and the amount available is 4 million Danish Crowns. Under a decentralised budgeting arrangement, there are offices in Tallinn, Vilnius, Russia and Latvia. The general experience is that projects which address social and health issues are more likely to be funded than those in the two other relevant fields – culture and education. Applications have to have  an element of matched funding, must involve a Nordic partner; involve competence transfer; and display sustainability.

Email addresses of the offices are

Russia   
lena@nmr.spb.ru

Estonia  
dagmar@nmr.ee

Latvia    
artas@mail.nord.lt

Lithuania  
vita@nmr.lt

It was agreed that this was only one of a possible source of funding which National Co-ordinators could target.

11. Competence Centres

Carl Goran Svedin introduced a discussion on the work of the Competence Centres. Comptetence Centres- composed of child specialists had a number of roles to play-

(i)   Liaising with the National Co-ordinator

(ii) Working with other competence Centres in each country-maintaining good working links with the Centres in the other countries in the Baltic Sea States.

(iii) Putting Information into the system in general and the Child Centre in particular.

(iv) Using the 'closed areas' for discussions/consultations which need not be in the public domain.

(v) Monitoring how often and which pages in the Child Centre are most used- this would allow for some strategic decisions to be made about future work to be undertaken by the Centres.

(vi) Contributing to the development of a common education/training programme for colleagues in the Baltic Sea Region.

(vii) Promoting and making other child specialists aware of the Child centre and its value. Bragi Gudbrandson agreed to take responsibility for co-ordinating a strategy for the promotion of the Child Centre.

A general invitation was given to all to attend the next meeting of the Competenec Centres in Lubeck, Germany in September.

12. Concluding Comments

What follows is a list of the main conclusions that could be drawn from the discussions at the Vilnius meeting.

(i) It is important that some objective systematic evidence be produced about the effectiveness/value of the Child Centre in meeting its agreed vision or main aims. This was argued by Bjorn Bredesen who also emphasized the importance of having an independent assessment undertaken and not by anyone currently involved with the project.

(ii) The importance of  articulating links between the Child Centre and other initiatives- european and internationally more generally e.g. The Council of Europe, the ASEM initiative etc.

(iii) The Vilnius meeting was one of the most important meetings for the Child Centre in that it was being held at a critical stage in the development of the Centre as it moved from the abstract to the practical- that the Centre was now about to become a working reality.

(iv) The Centre had now reached a stage of development which reflected the high degree of co-operation and collaboration which had already been shown from all in the Baltic Sea Region.

(v) At the beginning of the meeting, some concern was expressed about the lack of clarity about the respective roles of the National Co-ordinator and Competence Centres. The discussions at the meeting had helped clarify certain aspects of such questions and thereby contributed to good working relationships between all.

(vi) It was vitally important to identify a clear vision for the Centre and to review that vision regularly.

(vii) The Child Centre is not a self promoting site- a strategy has to be developed to make sure the appropriate potential users are made aware of its existence and potential.

(viii) A set of guidelines would soon be produced for National Co-ordinators.

(ix)  A strict timetable would have to be adhered to in order to meet the protocol for integration into the CBSS secretariat.

(x)  A report along the lines of ' The State of Baltic Sea Region's Children' should be considered, possibly as an annual initiative.

(xi) The meeting had been highly productive and positive and had laid the basis for effective 

future development.

(xii) Steps should now be taken to develop and implement Phase 2 of the Child Centre.

National Programme against Sexual Abuse and Sexual Exploitation in Lithuania.

Ruta Pabedinskiene made a presentation on the Lithuanian National Plan  against Sexual Abuse and Sexual Exploitation. After the World Congress in Stockholm, the issue of sexual abuse of against children appeared on the political agenda in Lithuania as it did on that of many other countries. The main difficulty was of course to define and identify the nature of abuse and to establish the numbers of children abused. Sexual Exploitation was seen to be closely associated with organised crime- mainly through  prostitution and pornography.

The main concerns expressed initially were about the need for appropriate legal measures and also treatment and rehabilitative measures for children who had been abused. Similarly, it was considered important that any National Plan for Lithuania should be based on the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child and should also acknowledge the work of the Council of Europe, the Baltic Sea States and the Nordic Council in this field. The aim was to develop a primarily preventive programme.

Ruta Pabedinskiene, pointed to the importance of a research programme in which the views of different sections of the population ( those between 18 and 60 and parents of children)  about sexual abuse and sexual exploitation had been sought. The next stage was to identify the views and opinions of children. The value of this research is that it will make strategies and policies in the future much more sensitive to the actual phenomenon of sexual abuse and sexual exploitation. Lithuania was also systematically gathering as much information as possible into appropriate databases.

In addition changes to the penal code- the inclusion of more articles to sexual abuse and exploitation - would assist the National Plan- and would contribute to a more comprehensive system of prevention. In all of this the importance of international co-operation was emphasised and with Norway, Lithuania would be holding seminars for specialists and victims.

Evaldas Karmaza then suggested that an earlier survey of what was happening in Lithuania in the field of sexual abuse and sexual exploitation was that there was indeed a lot of activity but little co-ordination. It was clear that there was also a lot of information on sexual abuse but it was not easy to find and was not held in one place- it was such thinking which lay behind the construction of the web site with which his own Centre was involved. He also suggested that one of the key roles of the National Co-ordinator- in the light of what had just been said- was to ensure that s/he was familiar with everything that was happening and to co-ordinate the available knowledge on sexual abuse and sexual exploitation.

It was in reference to the very constructive comments and presentation by Ruta Pabedinskiene and Evaldas Karmaza that the suggestion was made for a regular Baltic Sea States report on the "State of  Children in the Baltic Sea States".

� (enclosed is the Policy Document for the Children at Risk Project).
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