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Why is it important to involve children in governance? First of all, 
children are citizens from the moment they are born. Evidence 
from involving children in Save the Children’s work over the past 
20 years has clearly demonstrated that children have a great deal 
to contribute in terms of problem analysis and ideas for solutions 
and hence the relevance and effectiveness of interventions tar-
geting children. 

We know that even though child rights realisation is an obli-
gation of States who are parties to the UN Convention of the 
Rights of the Child, political willingness and allocation of adequate 
resources to back public investment in children are needed. But 
who is advancing children’s causes when budgets are planned, 
debated and enacted by parliaments? Who monitors whether 
or not the execution of budget allocations reaches the intended 
children and addresses equity? 

As children cannot vote, other platforms for their political in-
fluence are needed in order to give them voice.

The Child Rights Governance Global Initiative is keen to en-
courage Save the Children Members, country programmes and 
partners working with us to promote children’s engagement in 
governance bodies that influence the everyday lives of children.

The foundation of the analytical framework of Child Rights 
Governance is based on: 

1.	The General Measures of Implementation are the structures 
and mechanisms governments need to put in place to imple-
ment the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, e.g. 
cooperation with civil society.

2.	Key governance factors such as economic governance and 
children’s citizenship.

3.	The capacity of key actors in child rights to engage in quality 
relationships.

The aim of this publication is to share innovations from Save 
the Children Members and country programmes along with ex-
amples from UNICEF Nepal and Plan Kenya on how to success-
fully engage children in governance. 

As the cases in Children in politics: A collection of 11 inspiring, mo-
tivating and suggestive case studies on children’s engagement in gov-
ernance demonstrate, the three different aspects of the founda-
tion of the analytical framework come together nicely in the vari-
ous efforts to include children in governance. This publication, in 
addition to addressing the governments’ obligation to involve civil 
society, which of course also includes children, children’s civil and 
political rights and good governance for children, also strengthens 
the capacity of key actors to engage in quality relationships.

Some of the cases in this publication already show great 
impact and have been scaled up, while others are still in their 
initial stages. Common for all cases is that important partner-
ships between local governments, civil society and children have 
been formed and the quality of the relationships has gradually 
improved as trust has been built and adults have recognised 
what children can contribute. At the same time, children have ex-
perienced their views being taken seriously and that democratic 
negotiation processes genuinely provide them with influence.

Enjoy your reading!

Lene Christina Steffen
Director Child Rights Governance Global Initiative
Save the Children

Preface

... be the voice

advocate and campaign for better practices
and policies to fulfill children’s rights and to
ensure that children’s voices are heard (particulary 
those of children most marginalised or living in 
poverty)

... achieve results at scale

support effective implementation of best practices, 
programs and policies for children, leveraging our 
knowledge to ensure sustainable impact at scale

... be the innovator

develop and prove evidence-based, 
replicabe breakthrough solutions to 
problems facing children

… build partnerships

collaborate with children, civil society organisations, 
communities, governments and the private sector 
to share knowledge, influence others and build 

capacity to ensure children’s rights are met

We will ...

capacity to ensure children’s rights are met
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Introduction
Children and good governance

Children remain invisible in the debates about how countries are governed. By ignoring children, the governance community is 
missing a trick. Involving children in discussions about governance and ensuring that the realisation of their rights is a measure of 
good governance can help improve government performance and build more effective states, especially in challenging environ-
ments.

Save the Children policy brief 2010

“Talking to adults is something new, and other children are sur-
prised. But I think we have to inspire other children and help 
others gain strength and make them understand that it is possi-
ble. We have to fight for children and the welfare of children. We 
have to be role models. We will change society,” explains 16-year-
old Clent, who has spent half of his life engaging in governance in 
the Philippines.

Clent is just one out of thousands, maybe hundreds of thou-
sands or millions of children who combat age old traditions of 
silencing children and rigid governance systems keeping children 
out of real influence and decision-making processes in their 
homes, organisations, institutions, local communities, countries 
and regions. You can meet some of these courageous children in 
the 11 case studies from the 10 countries included in Children in 
politics: A collection of 11 inspiring, motivating and suggestive case 
studies on children’s engagement in governance.

The results are obvious at many levels. When Sunita Tamang’s 
club noticed that a large group of Muslim girls were dropping 
out of school, the club members found out that the parents did 
not like their girls wearing school uniforms with skirts. Sunita’s 
club went to the Municipality Education Office, and the Muslim 
girls were granted permission to wear the traditional South Asian 
dress salwar kameez with long shirts and baggy trousers; they 
returned to school. 

Sunita’s example comes from Nepal, where a Child Friendly 
Local Governance Strategy recently has been approved by 
the Cabinet of Nepal. “This is a major achievement, because it 
makes the strategy a part of a system which will remain beyond 
UNICEF,” explains Anjali Pradhan, UNICEF Child Participation 
Specialist, who has been supporting Sunita and her classmates 
throughout the process.

No assurance of real participation

Although Anjali Pradhan later in this booklet praises the 
Philippines for being a good example of a country that has de-
veloped formal structures for children’s engagement in govern-
ance, children in the Philippines are not so convinced. “We have 
comprehensive rules and regulations for child participation in the 
Philippines, but inside the government these platforms are vio-
lated, and we have no assurance of real participation,” says Raven, 
a member of the Children and Youth Organisation, CYO.

He is seconded by Guatemalan Lilibeth Adayansi, 16 years of 
age, “Children don’t have voices here, but they’re affected by the 
decisions made by adults. Young people have great ideas about 
how to develop their communities. And if you let us, we can be 
the engines that push for this development.”

Despite the hardship in getting heard, children do manage to 
influence governance in some of the world’s most impoverished 
and democratically starved countries. In Zimbabwe, the contin-
ued demand by children’s organisations to participate in issues 
that affect them has resulted in the budgeting process being re-
viewed and democratised. 

Photo: Lotte Ladegaard
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OFTEN, CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE ARE INVISIBLE 

IN GOVERNMENTAL DEVELOPMENT DEPARTMENTS.

CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE WANT TO BE INVOLVED IN 

DECISIONS THAT AFFECT THEM – REGARDLESS OF THEIR AGE, 

EDUCATIONAL LEVEL OR NATIONALITY.
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In Guraghe in Ethiopia children and adults have joined forces 
to push the authorities to deliver. Wondimu, director of a new 
school in Cheha Woreda, states, “The children wished for a 
preschool, and when the preschool was built by contributions 
from the community, we used this proof of our keen interest 
in education to put pressure on the government for a primary 
school. Finally, after four years, they gave in and provided us with 
this primary school.” 

Being a child in a developed country is not a guarantee 
for getting access to decision-making bodies, as a case from 
Denmark shows. “All the children I’ve met in Denmark have one 
thing in common: They do not feel that they are being heard by 
the adults. However, you cannot meet the requirements of the 
UN Convention of the Rights of the Child without involving the 
children,” concluded Marta Mauras, the Vice President of the 
UN Committee on the Rights of the Child and rapporteur for 
Denmark, when she visited Denmark in March 2012.

A high degree of responsibility

The majority of children want to be involved in decisions that 
affect them. They value opportunities to access information and 
to have their say. Children have different perspectives than adults 
and know their own situation best. Many children would also like 
the opportunity to help make the world a better place. 

Children show a high degree of responsibility in the way they 
use the opportunities to engage, because they are as concerned 
as the adults about making a real difference. When adults under-
stand and appreciate children’s capacities, their attitudes toward 
children also change.  

When children exercise their rights and responsibilities, they 
become more able to hold organisations, institutions and govern-
ments accountable, as participation enables them to become 
active members of civil society. This civic engagement increases 
the visibility of children and children’s issues, ensuring that they 
are included in the economic, social and political agendas that af-
fect them. This compensates for children’s exclusion from formal 
political processes. 

What’s more, it is unrealistic to expect children to grow into 
responsible, participating adults if the skills involved in a demo-
cratic process have not been introduced to them at an earlier 
stage. Individuals need to practice to understand the true nature 
of democracy and to develop the competence and confidence 
needed to participate. Participation helps children to exercise 
citizenship, and children’s participation in governance ultimately 
plays an important part in establishing and maintaining a healthy 
democracy. 

The ground is laid by the UNCRC

Although the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, the 
UNCRC, does not explicitly refer to governance, and the UN 
Committee on the Rights of the Child rarely mentions this con-
cept, the convention lays the ground for the integration of gov-
ernance concerns in its implementation. 

The Convention’s Article 4 provides for States Parties’ obliga-
tion to “undertake all appropriate legislative, administrative, and 
other measures for the implementation of the rights recognised 
in the convention.” Moreover, Article 12 spells out that the child 
has a right to express his or her views freely in all matters affect-

Children talking to and being heard by adults is something new, as many children concluded in this 
booklet, also in Ethiopia where children participate in Community Conversations. 
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ing the child, and that those views be given due weight. The UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child also underlines that chil-
dren have civil and political rights, including the right to assembly, 
to freedom of thought and to information. 

Last, but not least, Article 4 states, “States Parties shall under-
take all appropriate legislative, administrative, and other measures 
for the implementation of the rights recognized in the present 
Convention. With regard to economic, social and cultural rights, 
States Parties shall undertake such measures to the maximum 
extent of their available resources and, where needed, within the 
framework of international co-operation”.

The Committee emphasises in the General Comment No. 5. 
General measures of implementation of the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child that the, “implementation of the human rights 
of children must not be seen as a charitable process, bestow-
ing favours on children,” and “opening government decision-
making processes to children is a positive challenge which the 
Committee finds States are increasingly responding to. Given 
that few States as yet have reduced the voting age below 18, 
there is all the more reason to ensure respect for the views of 
un-enfranchised children in Government and parliament.” 

General Comment No. 5 also outlines that if consultations with 
children are to be meaningful, documents as well as processes 
need to be made accessible for children. “But appearing to ‘listen’ 
to children is relatively unchallenging; giving due weight to their 
views requires real change. Listening to children should not be 
seen as an end in itself, but rather as a means by which States 
make their interactions with children and their actions on behalf 
of children ever more sensitive to the implementation of chil-
dren’s rights.”

“It is important that Governments develop a direct relation-
ship with children, not simply one mediated through non-gov-
ernmental organisations or human rights institutions. In the early 
years of the Convention, NGOs had played a notable role in 
pioneering participatory approaches with children, but it is in the 
interests of both Governments and children to have appropriate 
direct contact,” concludes the Committee.

Yet, the leading agencies in the governance debate are largely 
silent about the relevance of children and their rights to engage 
in improving governance and building effective states. 

The United Nations Development Programme, UNDP, of-
fers no guidance on addressing the rights and needs of children 
in its user guides on governance assessment. The Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
Development Assistance Committee’s series on governance, 
taxation and accountability does not make reference to children 
at all. And there is no evidence that the World Bank’s widely 
used World Governance Indicators take into account the status 
of children’s rights in the assessed countries.  

Often, children are also invisible in governmental development 
departments.

Competent agents of change

While children constitute 34 per cent of the global popula-
tion, children’s rights all too often fail to be included. Save the 
Children’s own analysis shows that children’s well-being does not 
automatically follow nor equate to adults’ well-being, and that 
good governance is not necessarily the same as governance that 
is good for children. 

As children do not have the right to vote and do not play a 
significant role in the conventional political process, there is a 
massive need for children to be engaged in governance if they 
are to influence the huge impact that governments and other 
governing institutions have on their lives. 

That the children are highly competent as agents of social 
change in a wide range of contexts is demonstrated by all of the 
cases in this publication. Bosnian-Herzegovinian Mile Aljetic puts 
it like this, “I wanted to participate actively in my community and 
contribute to the team with all my abilities. The time spent on 
the team was time spent acquiring certain skills and experiences, 
which you can hardly, or not even, find in the formal education 
process.”

A process with many milestones

Although not always the case, it is often the countries that 
most need better governance that have governments that are 
least inclined to deliver it. Children engaged in governance may 
help break this deadlock. Good governance is by nature par-
ticipatory, in that it aims to link the governing and the governed 
more closely. The demand-side of governance implies empower-
ing rights’ holders to claim their rights and hold governing bodies 
accountable for their actions. 

Engaging children in governance requires building partner-
ships with children, giving them the opportunity to participate in 
governance and recognising that children are agents of change. It 
is important to ensure that their presence is not token or time-
bound as working with children and supporting them to engage 
in governance is a lengthy process, as illustrated by the cases in 
this publication.

It is in fact a process with many milestones. The initial output 
may be that a platform is created for children’s voices to be 
heard, and that children gain access to governance structures. 
However, if the children’s voices are not taken seriously, these 
steps remain mere decoration without any outcome or impact.

Only when adults gradually start recognising children as citi-
zens, and when children get to influence governance structures 
and receive funding for e.g. schools, playgrounds and child rights 
activities, can one talk about the outcome of children’s engage-
ment in governance.

The real impact is when the children’s engagement has be-
come systematic and leads to fundamental, structural and lasting 
changes in policies and practices.

This process may take years and lots of patience, but is mutual-
ly enriching when the children truly get to engage in governance. 

Easier to engage at local level

The obligation to meet the needs and fulfil the rights of chil-
dren lies with the state. However, if the children are not heard 
and their needs are not catered for locally, state-level commit-
ments risk remaining mere declarations of intent. Local govern-
ments are often best positioned to translate national-level com-
mitments into practice suitable to local conditions. 

Engaging at a local level is also easier. The children feel the di-
rect consequences of governance where they live. At the same 
time, the physical and mental distance between decision makers 
and “normal” people is much shorter in a clearly defined loca-

Photo: Lotte Ladegaard
5



tion. If you live in a village, the local mayor may live next door, 
and you may meet the local government officials at the market. 
Everyone is part of the same community and therefore more 
likely to share interests.  

At the level of national and regional governance, decision 
makers may come from far away, are often protected by secu-
rity measures, and have to deal with many people and – often 
conflicting – interests. However, engagement in local level gov-
ernance may gradually lead to national and regional level child 
engagement in governance. 

Greater budget transparency

Civil societies around the world focus on the opportunities of-
fered by the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child in order 
to develop local systems of governance that include children as 
a primary concern, and even as players. In the context of build-
ing a child-inclusive governance system, some municipalities have 
focused on making the budget development process more par-
ticipatory, inclusive and transparent. 

In Nicaragua, for example, the annual average of municipal in-
vestment in children has increased 70 per cent over a four-year 
period thanks to the legally-established Network of Municipal 
Government Friends of Children, whose sole purpose is to pro-
mote the fulfilment of children’s rights at the municipal level. The 
network currently includes 76 per cent of Nicaragua’s municipali-
ties.

On a smaller scale, at least measured in dollars, hundreds of 
Kenyan youth from civil society organisations were trained by 
Plan, a global children’s charity and aid organisation, in resource 
mobilisation. The training included project proposal writing skills 

and information on how to access funding from different donors. 
One group was granted USD 626 from the Ministry of Gender 
and Social Services for their tree seedling project.

A practice and a method

The engagement of children in decision-making processes 
makes them partners in governance. It entails more than provid-
ing for letting children participate in meetings and expressing 
their views. The unique perspective of children has to be taken 
into account in the decisions made by the authorities. This im-
poses a shift in the way political planning processes normally take 
place. Involving children is not just another activity or step in the 
planning process but a practice and method informing all levels 
of the process.

When children engage in governance, the core elements 
of good governance are retained. Their engagement supports 
government accountability, creates an enabling environment 
for positive thinking and understanding among adults on child 
rights issues, and underpins the development and implementa-
tion of child-focused plans and programmes. Children engaged 
in governance enhances the capacity of local governing bodies 
and service providers to improve service delivery, and it fosters 
responsiveness by enabling a better understanding and coordina-
tion of actions between central government, local governments 
and rural and urban communities.

The cases in Children in politics: A collection of 11 inspiring, mo-
tivating and suggestive case studies on children’s engagement in 
governance may inspire child rights practitioners, peers and pro-
fessionals to learn from past experiences, to continue expanding 
well-established achievements, and to take new and innovative 
steps towards the further engagement of children in governance. 

The unique perspective of children has to be taken into account in decisions made by the authorities.

Photo: Lotte Ladegaard
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Appearing to ‘listen’ to children is relatively unchallenging; 
giving due weight to their views requires real change.

Definitions of governance

Governance is a multifaceted concept that focuses on the interactions between those who govern in its vari-
ous forms and those who are governed. Exact definitions vary depending on the organisation.

According to UNDP, “governance can be seen as the exercise of economic, political and administrative author-
ity to manage a country’s affairs at all levels. It comprises the mechanisms, processes and institutions, through 
which citizens and groups articulate their interests, exercise their legal rights, meet their obligations and medi-
ate their differences.”

The World Bank defines governance as “the traditions and institutions by which authority in a country is ex-
ercised for the common good. This includes the process by which those in authority are selected, monitored 
and replaced, the capacity of the government to effectively manage its resources and implement sound poli-
cies, and the respect of citizens and the state for the institutions that govern economic and social interactions 
among them.”

A common element of all definitions is that governance is broader than government and state actors. It also 
encompasses the functions of private and social actors in the definition and implementation of societal goals 
and public policies.

Save the Children understands good governance as a process which is participatory, consensus oriented, ac-
countable, transparent, responsive, effective and efficient, equitable and inclusive, and follows the rule of law. It 
assures that corruption is minimised, that the views of minorities are taken into account and that the voices 
of the most vulnerable in society are heard in decision making. It is also responsive to the present and future 
needs of society.

Adapted from UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific, 
Child Rights and Governance Roundtable: Report and Conclusions, and 

UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre, 2011

Photo: Lotte Ladegaard
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Save the Children practice standards

Save the Children developed a set of practice standards and criteria for children’s participation. 
These practice standards are based on years of experience in supporting children’s participation 
at local, national and global levels and can be employed as a key tool and framework by practi-
tioners preparing for, implementing and monitoring safe, meaningful and ethical participation. 

Standard 1: An ethical approach. Transparency, honesty and accountability. Adult organisations and 
workers are committed to ethical participatory practice and to the primacy of children’s best 
interests.

Standard 2: Children’s participation is relevant and voluntary. Children participate in processes 
and address issues that affect them – either directly or indirectly – and have the choice as to 
whether to participate or not.

Standard 3: A child-friendly, enabling environment. Children experience a safe, welcoming and 
encouraging environment for their participation.

Standard 4: Equality of opportunity. Child participation challenges and does not reinforce exist-
ing patterns of discrimination and exclusion. It encourages those groups of children who typically 
suffer discrimination and who are often excluded from activities and participatory processes.

Standard 5: Staffs are effective and confident. Adult staffs and managers involved in supporting 
and facilitating children’s participation are trained and supported to do their jobs to a high stand-
ard.

Standard 6: Participation promotes the 
safety and protection of children. Child 
protection policies and procedures form an 
essential part of participatory work with 
children.

Standard 7: Ensuring follow-up and evalu-
ation. Respect for children’s involvement 
is indicated by a commitment to provide 
feedback and follow-up and to evaluate 
the quality and impact of children’s par-
ticipation.

These standards were adopted as basic require-
ments in the General Comment on Article 12.

Engaging children in governance requires building 

partnerships with children, giving them the opportunity 

to participate in governance and recognising that 

children are agents of change.

The participation of children in decision-making 
processes makes them partners in governance.

Photo: Lotte Ladegaard
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The use of photos & the 
inclusion of children

While the aim was to include photos from each 
of the cases in Children in politics: A collection of 
11 inspiring, motivating and suggestive case studies 
on children’s engagement in governance, doing so 
turned out to be practically impossible, because 
some of the organisations enabling this publica-
tion did not have access to quality photos, or 
they lacked the permission to re-use the photos 
they were in possession of.

The original idea was also to have children’s own 
voices dominate the entire publication. Ques-
tionnaires for children were sent and numerous 
attempts made to set up meetings, but theory 
and what happens in practice often turn out 
to differ. Organisational bustle, children who 
had moved to new areas and change of staffs in 
some instances prevented access to the children. 
However, wherever there is a lack of direct input 
from the children, their voices are deduced from 
existing case studies, reports and, on one occa-
sion, a video. 

Then, the cases – Guatemala, Nicaragua, Ethiopia 
and the Philippines – which have been re-
searched and photo documented thoroughly on 
the ground by the authors of Children in politics, 
mirror the children’s own views. Consequently, 
the photos from these cases also feature promi-
nently.

Partners and targets for children engaged in governance

Many different institutions take decisions affecting the lives of children. Therefore, children engaged in governance may 
work with a range of actors and target groups, e.g.:

•	 Government – including local and national level ministries and departments
•	 Parliament – i.e. law-making, oversight, budgeting and representation
•	 Judiciary – a critical factor for the accountability of governments and the ability of rights’ holders to claim their rights
•	 Independent human rights institutions, including ombudspersons – act as monitoring mechanisms and facilitators of 

processes
•	 Civil society – decisive in articulating people’s views, promoting children’s issues and participation, monitoring the ac-

tions of governments and others, providing services etc.
•	 Media – contributes to shaping attitudes and public opinion and plays a significant role in awareness
•	 Private sector – addresses and remediates possible harm and abuses resulting from their actions
•	 Donors – increasingly incorporate governance into their work
•	 Religious bodies – play a prominent role in how children and child rights are viewed
•	 Armed groups – may influence the extent to which child rights can be realised
•	 Children engaged in governance – implies the active participation of children

In Guraghe, Ethiopia, children and adults have joined forces to push the authorities to deliver. Photo: Lotte Ladegaard
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Children have changed the 
internal audit procedures

One definition of accountability

Accountability is an alarm bell ringing that 
makes everyone stand up and be responsible 
for their actions.

Maidinam, China, member of Global Children’s Panel

Another definition of accountability

Accountability requires participation, but goes beyond it. 
Through the process of children’s participation we become 
answerable for our actions and their consequences. We open 
ourselves up to increased scrutiny by children and give them a 
greater say in what the organisation does, and how it does it. In 
order to create accountability we therefore need to establish 
systems, standards, and widespread good practice of child partici-
pation and accountability to children. 

When an organisation commits to being accountable to chil-
dren it undertakes to: recognise children as stakeholders in what 
the organisation does; acknowledge the legitimacy of their views; 

agree its objectives with them; establish benchmarks against 
which progress can be measured; report on that progress; dis-
cuss the outcomes with them; and publish and disseminate les-
sons learned.
In recent years, there has been a growing demand for interna-
tional NGOs to be more accountable to the constituencies they 
claim to represent. The UN Convention on the Rights of the 

Save the Children UK has been “walking 
the talk” by inviting these 12 children 
and young people to engage in the gov-
ernance of the organisation. 

“

Accountability is about…

•	Recognising our power
•	Responsible use of that power
•	Handing over some of that power to the benefi-

ciaries of our work
•	“Doing the right thing, doing it right”

Save the Children UK

Photo: K
ois M
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Child also states the right of children to be listened to, and to 
have their views taken seriously in decisions that affect their lives. 

To ensure that children are engaged in governance of Save 
the Children UK, a Global Children’s Panel (GCP) was initiated. 
The 12 members of the Global Children’s Panel are all below 18 
years of age, selected by their peers in their own country for a 
maximum of three years and represent each of the six regions 
around the world where Save the Children UK works. Two ad-
ditional panel members are selected from a network of young 
campaigners in the UK. 

In their own countries the panel members are linked to 
groups of children with whom they consult and report to. All the 
panel members have experienced Save the Children UK’s work 
as beneficiaries, as partners within e.g. child-led organisations, as 
fundraisers, as campaigners or as advocates.

The Global Children’s Panel is co-ordinated by Save the 
Children UK’s Child Participation Adviser, and each of the panel 
members is supported by a local focal point that facilitates com-
munication between Save the Children UK’s headquarters and 
panel members, before, during and after the annual meetings. 
The focal points accompany panel members to London for the 
annual meeting and are also expected to support the members 
to communicate and consult with groups of children and young 
people in their own country.

First meeting: Understanding accountability

During all of the meetings the focus has been the theme of 
‘accountability to children’. The panel members were asked to 
consult with the groups of children they work with in their 
own countries and to give their opinions about how Save the 
Children UK can be more accountable to children.
Accountability is not an easy word to understand so the panel 
members spent some time thinking about this before they 
came up with their own definitions:

•	When Save the Children UK says it is going to do some-
thing, it should keep its promise.

•	Save the Children UK should think of creative ways to 
communicate with children about what it is choosing to 
do and why. It should be easy for children to access informa-
tion about Save the Children’s work and to ask questions 
about it.

•	It is about a positive and trusting relationship between Save 
the Children UK and children, based on the knowledge 
that children are its main stakeholders and have views that 
should be taken into account.

•	Children should be able to give feedback and ideas as well 
as make complaints about Save the Children UK.

•	Children should meaningfully participate in planning, doing 
and evaluations.

Second meeting: Focus on communication

The second year the panel members met with the Board of 
Trustees and Directors and presented their ideas, recommen-
dations and feedback about how Save the Children UK can be 
more accountable to children. The children found that although 
they come from very different parts of the globe, they actually 
had lots in common, since they were all preoccupied with edu-
cation, poverty, money, protection and health. They planned the 
structure and content of the meeting themselves and then re-
hearsed their plans, before they presented their thoughts to the 
Trustees and Directors. The CEO and the Chair of the Board of 
Trustees gave their feedback and approved many of the recom-
mendations and ideas. 

The Global Children’s Panel is to…

•	Offer its ideas on policy and decisions being discussed by the Save the Children UK Board which are important to children and 
young people

•	Identify issues of importance to children and young people, including Save the Children UK’s performance, its approaches to 
work, and its choice of priorities or countries

•	Monitor and support Save the Children UK’s efforts to increase the direct and meaningful participation of children in all its work
•	Monitor how Save the Children UK listens to children and reports back
•	Be a channel for wider accountability to children by Save the Children UK through formal reporting and dialogue with Trustees 

and senior managers and feedback the results of this dialogue to children round the world

Save the Children UK

Zoto,  a Save the Children partner in the Philippines, 

also involves children in governance. You will 

meet these children later in this booklet.

Photo: Lotte Ladegaard
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Among many other issues the children suggested that Save the 
Children UK be more accountable by keeping promises made to 
children, monitoring targets and providing feedback to children 
regularly, as well as by creating a children’s panel in each of the 
countries Save the Children UK works in. In addition, Save the 
Children UK should also be sure to consult children about the 
closure of any programmes, and Save the Children UK country 
programmes should report annually to children and jointly de-
velop future programmes with them.

The children also prepared a Global Children’s Charter and 
film for the G-20 Summit so that world leaders would not forget 
about children when discussing the global economic crisis, and 
they attended an event at Buckingham Palace where they spoke 
about Save the Children’s work to potential donors.

They also met with the Fundraising Teams to advise them on 
their work, did a lunchtime talk for staff, advised the web team 
about how the website can be improved for children, provided 
ideas for Save the Children UK’s Annual Report and met with a 
theatre company to contribute to a script for a drama marking 
the 20th anniversary of the UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child

The children also requested that there be a Link Trustee for 
the Global Children’s Panel and improved communications; that 
all panel members should have access to the Internet; that solar-
powered computers could be used for cheaper access to the 
Internet; more feedback by e-mail; and an Internet site or blog to 
discuss issues.

Suddenly a programme closes

The communication should have started 
earlier – Mongolian children were getting 
involved in the programme, but all of a sudden 
the programme closes and children are now 
angry.

Ulzii, Mongolia

Third meeting: Issues set in advance by the 
Board

Three priority issues that the Board wished to discuss with the 
Global Children’s Panel were set in advance and the members 
were encouraged and supported to consult with other children 
and young people in their countries about the EVERY ONE 
Campaign, accountability to children and strategic reviews of 
Save the Children UK’s work in education, emergencies and child 
poverty in UK. 

The panel members also worked with their focal points to 
develop action plans and proposals to address how they could 
improve children’s participation and accountability mechanisms at 
the country level. 

Recommendations from the Child Participation Adviser

“Watching the way the children are during the Global Children’s Panel meetings is very powerful. They facilitate some meet-
ings themselves, and they develop confidence. They are well aware that this is an incredible opportunity, and at the end of 
the week everyone was crying, because they did not want to leave each other.

However, there are of course also challenges. Throughout the process, language is a real problem. Then, the panel gathers 
only once a year, so it is not easy to maintain close contact, because everyone gets involved in different things, leaving little 
time for meeting preparations and follow-up. 

I also realised that the Save the Children UK Head Office is not always that child-friendly, and sometimes the topics become 
too academic, although more specific issues are much easier to understand and influence. 

You need months of preparations for a successful meeting, but ultimately it is the quality of the country programme prepa-
rations that really matters. Due to different contexts and constraints, some provide less time and support, and communica-
tion is tough. You may send mails to the young people, which due to language problems have to be sent via the local focal 
point and cause delays. Some country programmes are more set up to support the process as they already engage children 
in every part of their programming.  

If children are going to become truly engaged in governance, we have to focus on creating space at local, national and 
regional levels for children’s involvement in programming and decision making. This would strengthen the impact, as the 
governance model would be more bottom-up in approach and children will be empowered by seeing how the change they 
can make in their own communities can translate to the national, regional and global levels. 

Then, it is crucial to ensure that staffs, even in the UK, are trained, and that children’s influence is integrated into the organi-
sation. Otherwise, there is a risk that this becomes a one-off event instead of true child rights governance.”

Hannah Metha, Child Participation Adviser, 
Save the Children UK

“
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During the third meeting, the Global Children’s Panel met with 
representatives from the Board of Trustees, Director’s Group and 
other staff related to the topics they would be discussing. During 
these meetings the children, among others, suggested that Save 
the Children UK communicate better with children about what it 
is doing and why; that Save the Children UK should report back 
to children about how well it is doing at keeping the promises 
it has made to them; that children should be able to give their 
feedback about how well they think Save the Children UK is 
doing, as well as complain if they want to; that there should be 

more ways for children to come together and ways they can let 
Save the Children UK know what they think and influence deci-
sion making; and that people who work at Save the Children UK 
should respect children’s opinions and be honest with children 
about how their ideas might be put into practice.

The children were also asked about what activities they would 
suggest for the MDG Review Summit as well as the EVERY ONE 
Campaign. 

Save the Children UK explained that, “There are some things that 
we sadly won’t be able to do,” such as:

•	We have already decided how we will be working in this 
area, and it is too late to change the plan now. We have al-
ready been developing it for too long. 

•	Sometimes, the people who give us money to do our work 
tell us how we should be spending it and on what, and sadly 
your ideas do not fit with what they want.

•	We don’t have a lot of experience doing what you suggest-
ed and it would make more sense for another organisation 
to do this work instead.

Fourth meeting: Meeting with specific teams

The fourth meeting of the Global Children’s Panel took place 
in July 2011. Based on prior experience, the format of the annual 
meeting was changed to enable the children to meet with rep-

We just wanted you to think about 
issues that are important to us

“We know that you have already decided which areas 
Save the Children will work on over the coming years. 
We just wanted to make you think about the issues 
that are important to us and other children and young 
people around the world right now. You might consider 
working these things into your plans and it’s good for 
you to be aware of what children think,” concluded 
panel members.

Among the areas suggested by the children and not cov-
ered by Save the Children UK were drug use and how 
this affects young people, mental health and a stronger 
emphasis on disability.

When children engage in governance, the core 
elements of good governance are retained.

Photo: Lotte Ladegaard
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resentatives of specific teams working on particular policies or 
global strategies in order to influence decision making.
Feedback on these meetings has been unanimously positive. The 
young people reported feeling listened to and respected and 
believe their views will be taken seriously.

Positive reflections from the members

All of the 25 young people who had been members of the 
GCP since 2008 were able to reflect on their experiences of be-
ing a member during an evaluation in 2011. 

According to the evaluation, being a member of the Global 
Children’s Panel had been of great benefit to all of the children. 
Dominic, a member of the panel for three years, said the mem-
bership had provided him with a valuable opportunity to learn 
about leadership skills, which he used for gaining employment 
and running a community arts project in his home town in South 
Africa. 

Another member from the Central and Southern Asia re-
gion is now president of a national Children’s Task Force in 
Bangladesh. She talked of how her courage and her confidence 
had increased.

Impact on Save the Children UK 

In the evaluation from 2011, staff and management gave a 
number of examples of policy changes which they saw as result-
ing from the Global Children’s Panel meetings:

•	Changes to the internal audit procedures for country pro-
grammes to involve children’s reflections and feedback.

•	Changes to the design and use of a children’s fundraising 
pack.

•	An increase in resources and a strengthening of policies to 
support children’s participation in the governance of Save 
the Children UK at the country programme level.

Managers involved in developing proposals and steering it 
through Save the Children UK’s internal decision-making pro-
cesses found that the organisation really had learned to think 
about what children’s participation in the governance of Save 
the Children actually meant when they were taken to task by 
the panel for failing to consult with children over the decision to 
close a country programme. 
This led to the recognition by the Board that dedicated resourc-
es must be directed towards establishing structures and mecha-
nisms for children’s involvement at the country programme level 
of governance.

Even children in the most remote areas 
have a right to engage in the gov-
ernance of their organisations and 
communities, as these children from 
Ethiopia later describe in this booklet.14  



What’s to be learned from this case?
How does this case demonstrate children’s engagement in governance? The Global Children’s Panel has 
offered its ideas on policy and decisions being discussed by the Save the Children UK Board as well as 
looked into Save the Children UK’s performance, its approaches, and its choice of priorities, not to men-
tion monitored and supported direct and meaningful participation of children in all Save the Children 
UK’s work.

What is the impact of the children’s engagement in governance? Changes to the internal audit proce-
dures for country programmes and the design and use of fundraising materials have been made.

What are the lessons learned and recommendations? Although the children did manage to influence 
decision-making processes to some extent, not all processes readily changed. Most organisations have 
long-term planning and donor expectations to live up to, and they have certain specific expertise.  

To avoid disappointment among the children these limitations should be made very clear from the begin-
ning, and to limit the limitations, the children’s access to influencing decision-making processes should be 
built into all future planning, policies, strategies, projects and programmes. 

Photo: Lotte Ladegaard
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Children’s views fused into 
all key municipal policies

“My club is called Suryodaya Working Children’s Club. Our club 
has helped to make this municipality child friendly. We have been 
supporting birth registration and immunisation campaigns. We 
have also formed child clubs in all the schools. We conducted 
two days of orientation for all the child clubs in Biratnagar and 
explained about the benefits of child-friendly local governance 
and the negative effects on children when a community is not 
child friendly,” explains Sunita Tamang, who lives in Biratnagar, 
Nepal. 

When her government announced an immunisation campaign, 
her club went to all the nooks and crannies of her municipality 
to identify even the poorest worker children, who are normally 
never found by government officials. Sunita and her friends took 
these children to the immunisation centres, and the municipality 
department of health had to admit that the immunisation rates 
were higher than ever. 

Today, Sunita advises other children on the Child Friendly Local 
Governance Strategy, which is implemented by the Ministry of 
Local Development with UNICEF providing technical support

Children at the core of development

The Child Friendly Local Governance Strategy seeks to put 
children at the core of the development agenda of local bod-
ies, line agencies and civil society, with the Ministry of Local 
Development responsible for developing policy guidelines, facili-
tating their implementation, allocating resources and coordinating 
with line ministries and civil society.

“Child-friendly local governance is a key indicator of govern-
ance under the National Programme of Decentralisation, the 
Local Government and Community Development Programme. 
It’s included in the Three-Year Interim Plan of the government of 
Nepal and was approved by the Cabinet in July 2011. A manda-

tory provision for the allocation of 10 per cent of the capital 
grant in the guidelines for the District Development Committees 
and Village Development Committee capital block grant funds 
have been included for child-related programmes as well as 
15 per cent for local bodies supporting and encouraging child-
friendly local governance,” says Ganesh Prd. Pandey, Ministry of 
Local Development.

Local bodies are nearest 

Local bodies are selected to carry out the strategy, because 
they are in the best position to provide and sustain basic services 
for families and to protect children, as they are the government 
units nearest to families and children. This is also in line with 
Nepal’s principles of decentralisation, which state that e.g. local 
bodies are mandated with the responsibility of the development 
of districts.  

By having the local bodies in charge, an enabling environment 
that will support the development of positive thinking amongst 
adults and a clearer understanding on child rights issues is being 
built right there where the children live. This is leading to less 
violence, abuse and discrimination against children as well as im-
proved availability of quality services for children.

The results are obvious at a very practical level. When Sunita 
Tamang’s club noticed that a large group of Muslim girls were 
dropping out of school, they went straight to the girls’ houses to 
find out why. The parents explained that since they were Muslims, 
they did not like their girls wearing school uniforms with skirts. 
They would rather have their girls wear the traditional South 
Asian dress Salwar Kameez with long shirts and baggy trousers. 
When the club went to the municipality education office to 
explain the situation, the Muslim girls were instantly granted the 
permission to wear Salwar Kamees, and they returned to school.

Definition of Child Friendly Local Governance (CFLG) 

Child Friendly Local Governance, as articulated in the National Strategy and approved by the Cabinet of Nepal, is to 
provide “overall guidance to the government in realising and mainstreaming the rights of children (survival, development, 
protection and participation) into the local government system, structure, policies and process.” 

CFLG seeks to put children at the core of the development agenda of local bodies, line agencies and civil society. Child-
friendly local government and improved service delivery for children is the ultimate outcome of CFLG.

Child Friendly Local Governance Initiative, Nepal 
Implemented by the Ministry of Local Development with technical support from UNICEF/Nepal
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Constant consultations

As this example proves, one of the most important parts of 
this initiative has been the children’s easy access to the municipal-
ity. The Working Children’s Club was invited to key consultations 
in Biratnagar from the beginning. The municipality also ensured 
that children had broader consultations with other child club 
members before they came to the meetings and workshops. The 
voices, views and recommendations of the children have been 
incorporated in all the key policy documents developed by the 
municipality.

The Working Children’s Club of Biratnagar has 2,100 members 
based in all of the 22 wards of the municipality, and the club is 
facilitated by a deeply committed human rights NGO, Forum for 
Human Rights and Environment (FOHREN). A partnership has 
also been established by the municipality with donors, NGOs, 
and the Morang Chambers of Commerce and Industry in order 
to take the Child Friendly Local Governance Strategy forward. 
The municipality has committed almost USD 3,000 to invest-
ment plans for the initiative for the next five years. Biratnagar 
Municipality has also oriented politicians, media personnel and 
the municipal building construction network about the Child 
Friendly Local Governance Strategy.  

Mobilisation of children

While the initiatives include a long list of indicators concerning 
child survival, child protection and child development, participa-
tory mechanisms for children are also spelled out, e.g. the devel-
opment and mobilisation of child networks and child clubs like 
that of Sunita Tamang. This includes the participation of at least 
one child and generally a boy and a girl in all local body mecha-
nisms, in district level committees, in the Integrated Planning 
Committees, Village Development Committees and in every 
Ward Citizen Forum. 

The explicitness is crucial, as it is the foundation for the alloca-
tion of block grants and the automatic inclusion of children in all 
planning and decision-making procedures.

“In 2012, guidelines for ensuring meaningful participation in 
local governance are to be worked out by the government, be-
cause it’s of course a challenge to avoid tokenism,” explains Anjali 
Pradhan, UNICEF Basic Service Specialist and child participation 
focal person.

At the same time, UNICEF works hard to build the children’s 
own capacity for meaningful participation in governance. This 
includes, for example child rights awareness, knowledge about 
the importance of participation, leadership courses and life skills 
training. It is a huge task, since the number of municipalities apply-
ing the approach is growing every day.

Young children, child labourers and all other children in Nepal 
benefit from the Child Friendly Local Governance Strategy.

Photo: Lotte Ladegaard
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An empowering exercise

Khila Nath Niraula from the NGO Forum for Human 
Rights and Environment says that the child clubs have 
been instrumental in the transformation of his commu-
nity, Biratnagar, into a child-friendly municipality for all 
children, even the most excluded. 

An issue raised by the Working Children’s Club was 
the disrespect shown by school-going children towards 
child workers. The working children suggested forming 
child clubs in government schools, and the municipality 
provided funds to initiate child clubs in nine out of 89 
schools in 2009. This was a very empowering exercise, 
with working children not only helping to form child 
clubs in formal schools but also providing an opportunity 
for them to orient school children on child rights from 
their perspective. 

Based on the positive response from the nine schools, 
the municipality has expanded child clubs to all remain-
ing government schools in the municipality in 2010 and 
2011.

Child clubs and networks are now formed and active 
in each ward and network at the Village Development 
Committee level, and mechanisms for children age 12-
18 to participate in the decision-making process of local 
bodies are in place. Although the Education Act does not 
have the mandatory representation of children in the 
School Management Committees, the district education 
officers in some districts have started inviting children to 
the committees, because the officers have understood 
the value of listening to the children.

The Child Friendly Local Governance Strategy clearly 
mentions the participation of children in the districts, 
municipal and Village Development Committees, and the 
children are now invited to participate in the develop-
ment of the district plans. Child club representatives 
are also members of the Ward Citizen Forums of the 
Ministry of Local Development’s National Programme 
on Decentralisation and Local Governance and in the 
very important Integrated Planning Committee, which 
is responsible for allocating block grants at the Village 
Development Committee level.

UNICEF is also in the process of testing a participa-
tory assessment tool developed by the child participa-
tion expert Roger Hart. “The assessment tool will be 
used for measuring child-friendliness. We tested it at field 
level last week,” says Anjali Pradhan from UNICEF.

She explains that even young children are heard when 
measuring child-friendliness. During the test young chil-
dren made drawings and collages of what they like and 
dislike, of domestic violence, child abuse, children break-
ing brick and other kinds of child labour, clean versus 
dirty schools etc.  

The Philippines, where this photo 
was taken, acts as inspiration 
for the Child Friendly Local 
Governance Strategy.
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Civil society safeguards child rights

Thanks to the strategy, Child Friendly Local 
Governance focal units at the District Development 
Committees have been established along with identifica-
tion, coordination and networking of stakeholders. Thus, 
women’s groups such as paralegal committees are active 
at local level to protect and promote children’s rights 
along with other civil society organisations.

As a part of the effort to make local bodies child 
friendly, adult capacity building takes place and a tool 
kit has been prepared. This includes a five-minute video 
on children’s participation in local governance showing 
the case of Biratnagar Municipality. A training of trainers 
manual underlines the necessity of reaching the most 
disadvantaged. In order to make the participants inter-
nalise the ideas, a game on discrimination and stigma is 
also included.

Tara Nath Niraula, the head of the Social Development 
Division in Biratnagar sub-Metropolitan, likes the idea of 
meaningful, ethical and systematic participation of chil-
dren. “Before planning any activities for children or taking 
decisions we send our agenda to the child club members. 
Then, they discuss among themselves and send their 
representatives with their suggestions and recommen-
dations. The important thing is that when the children 
come to the meetings they do not represent individuals 
but the collective voices of children,” explains Tara Nath 
Niraula.

Despite the generally warm welcome to the Child 
Friendly Local Governance Strategy at local level, Anjali 
Pradhan also encourages full commitment from line 
ministries, “As it is, the local bodies are not yet experts. 
They need the support from the line ministries. But it 
has been a challenge to get them on board. In 2007, we 
took some government representatives on a study tour 
to the Philippines, where they are really good at creat-
ing child-friendly governance. Experiencing the Philippine 
practices encouraged our government representatives a 
lot. Now, the Child Friendly Local Governance Strategy 
has been approved by the Cabinet of Nepal. That is a ma-
jor achievement, because it makes the strategy a part of 
a system which will remain beyond UNICEF. It is THEIR 
strategy now.”

Photo: Lotte Ladegaard
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Facts about the strategy

•	 The Child Friendly Local Governance Strategy aims to mainstream child rights 
into policies, systems, structures, mechanism and working processes at local 
government level in Nepal. 

•	 With technical support from UNICEF, the Ministry of Local Development took 
the lead in piloting the Child Friendly Local Governance Strategy in 2007. 

•	 The strategy was endorsed by the Cabinet on 5 July 2011 and is included in the 
Three-Year Interim Plan of the government of Nepal. 

•	 Technical input was provided by key line ministries.

•	 Child Friendly Local Governance is a key indicator of decentralised governance 
in the Ministry of Local Government’s National Programme on Decentralisation 
and governance.

•	 A provision for 10 per cent to be spent on children and child-friendly local 
governance is included in the block grant guidelines, while 15 per cent of the 
resources are allocated to block grant guidelines for districts adopting the Child 
Friendly Local Governance Strategy. 

•	 It is founded on the positive lessons learned from the “Decentralized Action for 
Children and Women” programme and lessons learned from the Philippines. The 
strategy was piloted in five districts and one municipality. At this point, it has 
been initiated in 34 districts and 156 Village Development Committees.  

•	 Other organisations, e.g. World Vision International, Save the Children, Plan 
International, Consortium and Inlogos, have joined the initiative.    

•	 The framework aims at bringing consistency amongst international, national and 
local polices related to child rights, uniformity in the working processes of local 
government and support to enhance institutional capacity and human resources 
for child-friendly local governance.

•	 A local body cannot just call itself “child-friendly.” It has to comply with certain 
steps, including orientation, commitment to investment and the development of 
minimum indicators. This ensures integrated planning and is reinforced by invest-
ments in children.
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What’s to be learned from this case?
How does this case demonstrate children’s engagement in governance?  The Child Friendly Local Governance 
Strategy puts children at the core of the development agenda of local bodies, line agencies and civil society. This 
includes the participation of at least one child and generally a boy and a girl in all local body mechanisms, in district 
level committees, in the Integrated Planning Committees, Village Development Committees, and in every Ward 
Citizen Forum. 

What is the impact of the children’s engagement in governance? By providing children with easy access to the 
local government, children’s voices, views and recommendations are being incorporated in all key policy docu-
ments. Child-friendly local governance has become a key indicator of governance under the National Programme 
of Decentralisation, Local Government and Community Development Programme. It is included in the Three-Year 
Interim Plan of the government of Nepal, and it was approved by the Cabinet in July 2011. Resources have been al-
located via the block grant guidelines. 

What are the lessons learned and recommendations? By having the local bodies in charge, an enabling environment 
that will support the development of positive thinking among adults and a clearer understanding on child rights is-
sues is being built where the children live. This is leading to less violence, abuse and discrimination against children 
as well as improved availability of quality services. 

The quotations by Sunita Tamang, Ganesh Prd. Pandey, 
Khila Nath Niraula and Tara Nath Niraula are from the video “Child Friendly Local Governance and Child Rights.” UNICEF, 2010.

The Philippines, where this 
photo was taken, acts as 
inspiration for the Child 
Friendly Local Governance 
Strategy.

Photo: Lotte Ladegaard
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“We have comprehensive rules and regulations for child and 
youth participation in the Philippines, but inside the government 
these platforms are violated, and we have no assurance of real 
participation,” says Raven, a member of the Filipino child group 
Children and Youth Organisation, also called CYO.

The Philippines is in many ways a pioneer when it comes to 
the promotion of children and young people’s participation in 
child rights governance, according to the State of the Filipino 
Children Report 2010: Child-Friendly Governance with Focus on the 
Allocation of Resources for Children, issued by the governmental 
Council for the Welfare of Children.

Prepared by adults and children, the National Framework on 
Child Participation was approved as a policy by the Board of 
the Council for the Welfare of Children in November 2004 to 
enhance opportunities for increased visibility for young people in 
decision making as well as their involvement in issues that affect 
them in local governance and social development.

Accessible but with a twist

The establishment of local youth councils, the so-called SK 
Councils or Sangguniang Kabataan, is among the efforts of the 
government to engage young people in influencing matters con-
cerning them.

Being at the very local level, the SK Council is probably the 
most accessible unit for children. Established in 1991 to develop 
the next generation of leaders who could promote the best in-
terests of the Filipinos and work for the welfare of the youth, SKs 
have been set up in all the 42,000 barangays, community units of 
administration generally consisting of 50 to 100 families.

However, a common perception is that the SKs are heavily 
influenced by adult politicians and that a disproportionate per-
centage of members are drawn from the higher socioeconomic 
classes and political families. At the same time, civil society or-
ganisations find that the funds allocated to the SKs are used for 
the wrong purposes, like basketball courts used by adults, roads 
and buildings.  

Also to be found within physical proximity of the children is 
the Barangay Council for the Protection of Children, a unit that is 
part of the local government but often just an empty shell.

“While there are structures and mechanisms for child par-
ticipation, apparently these fail because there are no clear child 
rights based ethical guidelines on how these should operate. At 
the same time, the National Framework on Child Participation 
is not being adopted and implemented. This could be because 

the framework is 
not backed by leg-
islation, and it is not 
well disseminated 
among government of-
ficials,” explains Minerva 
Cabungcal Cabiles, 
Policy Advocacy Manager, 
Save the Children in the Philippines.

“Low appreciation of children’s rights and child participa-
tion especially at the community level also implies the need 
to intensify education and awareness raising on child rights 
and child participation among adults in the community. We 
– staffs and partners – who are working on the ground 
really need to take the initiative to help develop the 
processes and suggest to local governments that child 
participation standards are applied within these formal 
structures,” adds she.

Minerva Cabungcal Cabiles also sees a need to ad-
dress the legislative and administrative gaps in order 
to institutionalise meaningful child participation by 
e.g. amending the provisions on the SK in the Local 
Government Code and empowering the SK Council via check-
ing who is in control of the SK and by institutionalising a body 
that will provide guidance for and supervision of the SK. More 
specific criteria could also be developed for SK candidates, and 
guidelines for the use of SK funds ought to be worked out along 
with a new law on SK defining the standards and clarifying the 
mandate.

Children as a sector

Another arena where the Filipino children may raise their 
voices is the National Anti-Poverty Commission, which has the 
mandate to ensure that marginalised groups are heard in the 
public policy arena in the Philippines. Commissioners are ap-
pointed by the President to represent a specific sector in the 
National Anti-Poverty Commission, which includes marginalised 
sectors such as fishermen, farmers, the informal sector, the disa-
bled, the urban poor, senior citizens, women and children. The 
children’s representative is chosen from a General Assembly of 
the Children’s Council comprising representatives of children’s 
organisations throughout the country. The Children’s Council 
prepares the agenda to be presented at National Anti-Poverty 
Commission meetings.

Civil society helps secure 
meaningful child engagement 
in governance
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The 
National Anti-Poverty 
Commission Children Basic Sector also monitors 
government commitments to the achievement of the 
Millennium Development Goals using a monitor-
ing tool developed by the Inter-Agency Working 
Group on Child Participation, a consortium of 
Bangkok-based organisations dedicated to pro-
moting and implementing the meaningful and 
ethical participation of children in decisions 
made to further children’s rights and welfare. 

“25 children from different child groups are 
members of the National Anti-Poverty Commission 
Children Basic Sector. The same applies to all other 
sectors. It is a huge set-up. Save the Children lobbies 
to make the National Anti-Poverty Commission child-friendly, 
genuine and meaningful, because initially the participation of 
children was very token and very rigid,” explains Shiela Carreon, 
Project Officer, Children Talk to Children about the United 
Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 
Project, Save the Children in the Philippines.

“Children Talk to Children”

Many civil society and international organisations provide tech-
nical and financial support to children engaged in governance in 
the Philippines, for example, Save the Children, which instigated 

the 
Children Talk to 

Children about the UNCRC Project, 
nicknamed the C2C Project, in 2009.

The C2C Project is being implemented in 
partnership with ZOTO, a national federation 
of urban poor organisations. ZOTO works di-
rectly with two of the involved child groups: 
the Active Youth Movement (AYM) and the 
Children and Youth Organisation (CYO). Two 
other groups, Ang Karapatan ng Kabataan 
Ating Protektahan, meaning Let Us Protect 
Children’s Rights and abbreviated to AKKAP, 

and Youth Meets the Children Organisation 
(YMETCO), are directly facilitated by Save the 

Children.
A Project Team composed of child representatives from each 

group ensures coordination and cooperation among the four 
groups and acts as a platform for the children to engage in advo-
cacy at national and regional level.

Deepening the understanding

During the first couple of the years the children were deepen-
ing their understanding of the UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Child and the monitoring process, and they developed their 
organisational and leadership skills. New members follow older 

Photo: Lotte Ladegaard
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members closely in order to learn, and when children turn 18, 
they can become a member of the Young People’s Group and 
continue to work in support of the children’s activities.

The children are exposed to various opportunities to directly 
engage with national government representatives, legislators and 
the media. They also network with the Philippine NGO Coalition 
on the UNCRC, the NGO body that prepares the NGO 
Supplementary Report on the UNCRC implementation. The 
children have also initiated cooperation with five other children’s 
groups within Metro Manila and parts of Mindanao in the south.  

The project also provides orientations on child rights, child 
rights monitoring and child participation standards for the groups 
of adults who have supported the children since the beginning. 
These adults are staff members and young people, who directly 
support the projects of the children’s organisations in the com-
munities, and they closely follow the children’s activities and con-
duct regular meetings to assess the quality of the support and to 
learn from one another.

In the case of AYM and CYO, there are existing Adult Support 
Groups in the community. These groups consist of community 
members with a special interest in children, e.g. teachers, lawyers, 
health professionals and priests. Many of them are involved in 
setting-up child protection and participation mechanisms in the 
community and they implement activities supporting the overall 
goals of the child groups. 

The adult supporters are selected according to criteria set by 
the children, who have decided that adult supporters have to 
be qualified to and interested in working directly with children, 
they have to be willing to listen to children, they have to know 

children’s issues, and they must feel responsible for 
children.

Digging into government 
structures

At this point, the children are focusing on digging into the for-
mal government structures. More than 30 children from the chil-
dren’s groups are elected members of SKs and about a handful 
have become SK chairmen. The child groups are also represent-
ed in the Barangay Councils for the Protection of Children, and 
there are C2C child representatives in the National Anti-Poverty 
Commission Children Basic Sector. The two C2C representa-
tives who participated in the National Anti-Poverty Commission 
Sectoral Assembly were elected council members and one 
became part of the Technical Working Committee, a committee 
composed of children who design and facilitate the next Sectoral 
Assembly.

A representative of the Project Team has also been participat-
ing in the strategic planning of the National Committee on Child 
and Youth Participation, an inter-agency committee under the 
umbrella of the Council for the Welfare of Children mandated 
to ensure and strengthen the participation of children in govern-
ment processes. The child representative was involved in the 
development of a child-friendly definition of child participation. 
He also commented on the goals of the committee and recom-
mended how the committee could improve the participation of 
children.

Furthermore, the child representative gained first-hand infor-
mation on the results of the first Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations, or ASEAN, Children’s Forum. The ASEAN Children’s 
Forum serves as the regional voice for children in Southeast 
Asia and as a channel where children can express their views on 
urgent regional issues and how these can be resolved by govern-
ments with children and young people’s participation. 

Agreements and children’s recommendations derived from 
the Children’s Forum are deliberated at the senior official meet-
ing level and raised to the ministerial level for consideration and 

action. The First ASEAN Children’s 
Forum was 
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The government officials wore our t-shirts …

Silang Cavite is a sprawl of narrow lanes lined by simple one-story houses made of porous concrete slabs. Situated 
45 kilometres south of Manila, Silang Cavite is mostly inhabited by people who have been more or less forcibly 
relocated from slum-like urban areas when new highways, shopping malls and tourist hotels sprouted up in Manila. 
Silang Cavite is a mixed lot of urban poor who struggle with violence against and abuse of children and women, 
child labour, early pregnancy, juvenile crime and a blaring lack of genuine opportunities to influence the decision-
making processes in the barangays. 

So – there is plenty for AYM to do. With 435 members aged 12-17, AYM is teaching other children about their 
rights, identifying the most important issues in consultation with other children and talking to barangay leaders to 
make them change the status quo into something better. 
Launched in 2003, AYM has been growing ever since. “Before, many children became members of criminal gangs, be-
cause there was nothing else to do for children in Silang Cavite. Today, children know about child rights, and there 
are fewer gang wars,” explains 15-year-old Sachie, who is a member of AYM.
The AYM members have divided themselves into committees like Protection, Participation and Advocacy, taking 
care of the programming, while the Technical committee provides logistic support and the AYM Committee is re-
sponsible for branding the organisation. There is also a Younger Children’s Working Group in charge of activities 
for children as young as four years of age, as well as a Young People’s Group comprising grown-up members who 
provide technical and practical support. Having many sub-groups ensures wide participation for more children, who 
can then work according to their interests and skills.
Amongst many other activities, AYM is conducting surveys on corporal punishment and child participation as well 
as interviewing girls about early pregnancies. The children are also working to influence the 11 SK Councils of the 
barangays that the AYM currently covers. 

For the time being AYM is especially focussing on corporal punishment, “because it affects all children, and because 
the abolishment of corporal punishment is achievable,” as one AYM member states. “We want the SK Councils to 
allot budget lines for our activities and campaigns,” explain the children. 
During the SK elections in 2010, three AYM members were elected chairmen and 27 became SK Council members. 
The children point out that, “Adults always use all the barangay basketball courts, although children really needed 
spaces to play. Now, we have agreed that playgrounds for children will be constructed.”
At the same time, AYM children have become members of five Barangay Councils for the Protection of Children. 
The children have been advocating a Children’s Welfare Code and mechanisms to protect children against abuse. 
“The code was passed in 2009, but in 2010 we got a new Councillor, who is not that much in favour of child rights, 
so we have a lot of lobbying to do,” say the children.

Other things, however, have indeed worked out exceedingly well. The children have been initiating the establish-
ment of proper reporting mechanisms for cases concerning violence against children in Silang Cavite. Today, AYM is 
a part of the referral system. Any child can report to AYM, who then forwards the problem to the Adult Support 
Group, who refers the case to the relevant authorities. As corporal punishment is not yet illegal in the Philippines, 
the action taken is normally in the form of a warning to the parents. In more severe cases of punishable abuse the 
perpetrators may be fined or put behind bars.
A burning issue is a curfew introduced to protect children against abuse during the night. “Due to the curfew chil-
dren cannot go outside from 10 PM to 4 AM. But is it really a protection of children? Earlier, when children were 
caught outside after the curfew because they had to get home from work, they would be fined or put in prison. 
Now, we have told the police how they should treat the children. Now children will just be provided with an orien-
tation about the curfew and be brought home or asked to wait till their parents pick them up,” explain the children.

The children have also managed to reach out internationally. “Once, Swedish members of parliament came, and 
we requested them to talk to our government about the passage of the Anti-Corporal Punishment Bill filed in the 
House of the Representatives, but which has never been passed.”
Working with adults is in fact not easy. “We felt very offended when some government officials claimed to have 
forgotten who AYM is. We knew them, but when we requested a document, they questioned us a lot and said they 
didn’t know us. But they wore our t-shirts …”
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held in the Philippines in 2010 and attended by 32 children ac-
companied by their mentors from ASEAN Member States. 

In the Philippines a national children’s congress is conducted 
every two years to prepare for the ASEAN Children’s Forum. 
Child representatives from different organisations based in dif-
ferent regions come together to talk about their issues, develop 
recommendations to the government, work out criteria for chil-
dren qualifying to attend the forum and select the representa-
tives.

Then, children from the AYM and CYO deliver their points of 
view during their first committee hearing of the Anti-Corporal 
Punishment Bill, which has been filed in the House of the 
Representatives. 

Open letter to the President

Children from AKKAP and YMETCO also wrote an open letter 
to the President in time for the first State of the Nation Address 

when President Benigno “Noynoy” Aquino III was elected in 
2010. 

The letter conveyed the situation and wishes of children to the 
government, which amongst others include access to free, qual-
ity primary and secondary education, equal access to justice and 
equal opportunities for children across all income groups, access 
to quality health services and information, particularly on repro-
ductive health, in the community and in schools, access to safe, 
private housing, availability of jobs for parents and an increase in 
the minimum wage, passage of the Anti-Corporal Punishment 
Bill, a peaceful and safe community, the activation of the Barangay 
Council for the Protection of Children and government support 
for and cooperation with NGOs working for children.  

While they are still waiting for a response, the children are 
now planning to work out their own supplementary report to 
the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child.
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We will change society

“I have two siblings. One of them goes to school. 
The youngest stays with our grandmother. Our dad 
has left us, and my mother works in a factory. She 
comes home late, so we are left alone all day. Since I 
graduated from high school I teach other children to 
dance. This provides me with an income. 

I was invited to become a member of AYM during a 
community presentation eight years ago. I was very, 
very young, but I enjoyed it even though I didn’t really 
understand what the organisation worked for till I was 
12 years old. But I was instantly interested, because 
there are very few options in our community. No 
sports, no scouts. Only school and Bible studies.

Talking to adults is something new, and other children 
are surprised. But I think we have to inspire other 
children and help others gain strength and make them 
understand that it is possible. We have to fight for chil-
dren and the welfare of children. We have to be role 
models. We will change society.”

Clent, 16, Silang Cavite

This is not difficult for children

“I have been a member of AKKAP since I participated 
in a storytelling workshop three years ago. When 
you know your rights, you’re able to talk to the 
government and ask about support. 

I was representing my organisation in the National 
Anti-Poverty Commission Children Basic Sector 
Assembly and elected as a member of the Sectoral 
Council. We discuss child rights issues from the com-
munities, and we monitor children’s rights. 

It’s not difficult for a child to do this, because you 
know you are helping other children. I can always ask 
the adults if I’m in doubt.”

Hannah, 14, who lives with her mother, a rag picker in Pasey

“ “

We really want security for children

The children’s groups, Ang Karapatan ng Kabataan Ating Protektahan, meaning Let Us Protect Children’s Rights and abbreviated to 
AKKAP, and Youth Meets the Children Organisation, YMETCO are based in Pasay near central Manila and cover two neighbouring 
squatter communities, separated only by a small stream. Both groups were founded because the children experienced abuse, and 
they felt that their communities gave no priority to children. 
Now, the children’s groups have representatives in the Barangay Councils for the Protection of Children and particularly in the 
Barangay Participation Committees, which is a part of the barangay structure. “We have proposed storytelling for younger children, 
because there are no activities for them in the barangay,” explains 17-year-old Kim.

YMETCO also carried out a Children’s Meeting, where almost 200 children drew and made slogans and gave their input in a survey 
to be presented during public happenings and to calls to local government politicians. Amongst the issues identified were corporal 
punishment, early pregnancy and out-of-school children, all problems affecting a majority of the children in Pasay. 

“During the local elections we called on the politicians to make them put our issues on their election agenda,” says 17-year-old 
Dexter. “In AKKAP we have developed a partnership with SK, and together with SK we carried out a workshop on positive discipline 
for barangay officials. Two AKKAP members are now also SK members. We put issues to the SK so they can forward these issues to 
the adults,” explains 17-year-old Jastine.

“We try to strengthen the Barangay Councils for the Protection of Children, because the council in our area is not really active. We 
invited the Councillor for Children in our barangay to visit AKKAP, and we sent representatives to the Municipality Hall when a meet-
ing was held by an NGO network issuing funds for Barangay Councils for the Protection of Children. Unfortunately, AKKAP did not 
get the funding, but YMETCO did, and now YMETCO has promised to support us and help us report cases of child abuse to their 
Barangay Council for the Protection of Children,” says Jayjay from AKKAP.

The children really want the barangay to strengthen security for children, “because we do not want children to be hurt on the street. 
We have no safe space to play, and we want to get rid of drunken adults, which is very common in our barangay. We want an ordi-
nance prohibiting adults drinking outside after a certain hour. But AKKAP alone cannot influence Barangay Council for the Protection 
of Children. We will ask our parents to help us.”
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Children are still children, who become victims of adult control and abuse

In Bagong Silang in the City of Caloocan, north of Manila, the child-led group Children and Youth Organisation, CYO, 
holds its meetings in the barangay office. “We sent a letter to ask for permission. It is difficult to get access to govern-
ment premises, but we convinced them that we won’t do any bad things,” explains Sarah, a 17-year-old and member of 
CYO. 

                                 

“Save the Children is funding the children’s activities, so we fundraise for our own activities, which are always in support 
of the children’s activities. We have made a creative Bingo for mothers focussing on physical abuse of children. In that way, 
we create awareness while we fundraise,” explains Rhoda, a member of the Young People’s Group. 

But the children are not satisfied with “just” receiving money and support from Save the Children and their older peers: 
“We are aware of how much money the local government spends, and how it could be spent more wisely. Child rights 
were totally missing in the barangay budget, and the allocation for children’s issues is very small. The money is mainly 
spent for the promotion of mayors, concrete and iron. We have now managed to get at least one per cent allocated to 
child rights activities.”

One of the direct outcomes of the advocacy for child rights on the barangay budget is a youth centre that will soon 
open and has to provide offices for different child and youth groups. 

When the Philippines celebrated Children’s Month in 2011, support from the SK enabled the children to hold three art 
workshops, and the children cooperated with student councils in spreading child rights awareness in schools. One school 
administration ordered all of its 700 students to participate in a child rights orientation. 

Even though the Philippines has comprehensive rules and 

regulations for child and youth participation, there is a 

long way to go in a country where millions of people still 

live in poverty.

With well over a million inhabitants, Bagong Silang is 
the largest barangay in the Philippines, consisting mainly 
of people who have been relocated from slums all over 
Manila. 

CYO carries out meetings and consultations with its 178 
members in order to generate awareness on child rights, 
and to strategize and plan the implementation of advo-
cacy. When the Barangay Councils for the Protection of 
Children carried out a week-long event, CYO took the 
opportunity to impart its own orientation on child rights. 
CYO also has members in the councils, and they meet 
with selected Councillors and lobby for better protection 
of children in Bagong Silang. 

“One Councillor is very nice. She attends our events, and 
she helps us lobby towards other officials. She requests 
them to give speeches on child rights. She really opens 
doors for CYO,” says 17-year-old Raven.

When the children lobby, they always formulate their agen-
da first. Some of the topics on their agenda are corporal 
punishment, safe streets for children, new schools and safe 
playgrounds. In 2011, the barangay approved a Children’s 
Code, which ensures protection and welfare for children in 
Bagong Silang. The code was pushed through by the Adult 
Support Group based on the children’s requests.

CYO members are 10 to 18 years of age and live in dif-
ferent parts of the huge barangay. Initially, the organisation 
had a president, a vice president and other “adult” struc-
tures, but the children decided to create different working 
groups to ensure wider participation. When children turn 
18, they join the Young People’s Group and serve as adult 
companion and fundraiser.

The children in Save the Children’s C2C project are exposed 

to various opportunities to directly engage with national 

government representatives and legislators and with the 

media.
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During the national elections in 2010, CYO campaigned 
among voters to motivate them to vote for child-friendly 
candidates, and one of the CYO members got elected as 
the SK chairwoman during the local elections. She has yet 
to deliver, however. While the CYO children have huge 
expectations for their fellow SK chairwoman, she is strug-
gling to cope with a system that turned out not to be that 
child-friendly yet. 

“She was one of our leaders, and we supported her elec-
tion campaign. We never expected her to let us down. 
We’re her platform,” explains one of the disappointed 
children.

“Yes, she won,” explains an adult facilitator. “But all the 
other SK members represent political parties, and adult 
politicians interfere and prevent the children from having 
real influence.”

A low appreciation of children’s rights and child 

participation, especially at the community level, implies 

the need to intensify awareness raising.

Raven adds thoughtfully, “Supporting children in a government system is called child rights governance. It is a formal sys-
tem, but children are still children, who become victims of adult control and abuse. People only see physical abuse. They 
do not see children’s right to protection while they participate, and they do not see that our government lacks this pro-
tection. So we will still try to help her.”
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Filipino child-led organisations also try to 
carry out activities for the youngest children.
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What’s to be learned from this case?

How does this case demonstrate children’s engagement in governance? 
The four child-led organisations are all engaged in governance in their 
own communities through already-established, official structures ena-
bling child participation in local governance. A Project Team consisting 
of representatives from all four organisations are taking commonly 
identified issues to the national and regional ASEAN level, where they 
are also digging into already existing political structures aimed at en-
suring children’s engagement in governance.

What is the impact of the children’s engagement in governance? 
The four children’s organisations supported by Save the Children in 
Philippines have managed to have children elected into important posts 
in all relevant national structures. While the impact here is still miss-
ing, all the children’s organisations have had gains at the local level, e.g. 
the establishment of proper reporting mechanisms when children are 
abused and beaten by adults, access to play and meeting facilities, no 
punishment when curfews are violated, new local government budget 
allocations for child rights activities and child rights activities in schools 
and during public occasions. The children also underline the impact the 
engagement in governance has had on their personal lives. Increased 
knowledge and self-esteem have led to positive discussions with par-
ents and community members, who gradually understand that children 
should be protected against harm and that corporal punishment should 
be avoided.

What are the lessons learned and recommendations? Despite com-
prehensive rules and regulations for child and youth participation in 
governance in the Philippines, this is no guarantee of real adult commit-
ment at government level if the frameworks and mechanisms are not 
backed by clear child rights-based and ethical guidelines on how these 
should operate. When governments do not deliver according to their 
own rules and regulations, civil society can play a major role. Adult or-
ganisations must support the development of truly child-friendly struc-
tures, securing genuine, meaningful, ethical and safe child participation 
in governance and show the way to the government. Education on child 
rights and awareness about child participation among adults in the local 
communities are also essential if the children’s engagement in govern-
ance is to be safe, meaningful, ethical and genuine.
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Young people have great ideas about how to develop 

their community 

“Children don’t have voices here, but they’re 
affected by the decisions made by adults. 
Young people have great ideas about how 
to develop their communities. And if you let 
us, we can be the engines that push for this 
development.” 

Lilibeth Adayansi, 16

The level of children’s engagement in governance varies from 
area to area even within one country. The importance attached 
to child rights and the supportiveness of children’s engagement 
in governance depends on the interests and beliefs of individual 
politicians and officials, on local agendas and politics, and on the 
internal power balance in a constituency. 

This becomes very clear in Camotán, Guatemala, where the 
local government is involved in child-friendly governance projects. 
Here development happens more quickly and smoothly. The pre-
vious mayor was highly dedicated to children’s issues and his po-
litical will to implement their rights has been adopted by the new 
mayor too. A clear manifestation of the municipality’s political will 
is the Public Policy for Children. 

Children secure birth 
registration, more teachers, 
improved classrooms, 
libraries and playgrounds

“

Child journalists lilibeth adayansi and marvin ramírez
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The Public Policy for Children is a political and social planning 
instrument designed to create the conditions which allow the 
fulfilment of children’s rights. The political framework that sus-
tains it and is described in the policy includes: the Constitution 
of Guatemala, the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
national child rights laws, de-centralisation laws and the Municipal 
Code. 

Child rights situation analysis

The Public Policy for Children presents a child rights situation 
analysis focusing on the sectors of health, nutrition, water and 
sanitation, education, recreation, participation and protection, 
which is followed by the specific objectives for each area. The 
objectives set by the local government for children’s participation 
involve: 

Promoting organised participation of children and adolescents, 
strengthening participatory democracy and creating an equitable 
society so that children are heard and their opinions taken into 
account.

Informing adolescents about the proper means to participate 
and to act appropriately as determining actors in improving their 
social, political and economic environment.

The objectives are followed by a diagram, which outlines the 
immediate objectives, indicators, activities, areas of influence, an-
nual budgetary estimates, a five-year budget, responsible actors 
and possible strategic alliances, where Save the Children is one 
of the key actors.  

According to Elí Elder Méndez Martinez, child rights trainer 
and former president of the Young People’s Network, important 
changes occur in the community through a Public Policy for 
Children, as long as there is political will behind it. He explains 
that the Public Policy for Children was prepared in meetings 
with the different sectorial departments, the police, children and 
churches. 

The children participated, because, as he states, “You cannot 
ask an adult about what the children want, simply because they 
don’t know.” The children talked about the right to education, 
health, leisure and citizenship. The dif-
ferent sectors were there to comment 
on how they could help the children 
within the area they represented. 

Sergio Portillo, First Council 
Member, provides an example of how 
the government involved children. 
First, the children collect informa-
tion where they live, for instance to 
find out who the poorest and most 
needy are. Then, consultations are 
organised with the children, where 
they present their projects. Often, 
the children ask for more books 
and toys for the schools. The mu-
nicipality makes sure to provide a 
meal for the children and pays for 
the transport so that even the 
poorest children are able to at-
tend the consultations. 

“The children’s projects are 
almost always accepted,” says 

Child journalists can change things in 
Guatemalan communities.
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Sergio Portillo and affirms that more investment was assigned 
to children’s issues after the initial consultations. These funds are 
transferred to the Office for Women and Children situated in-
side the municipal building and in charge of children’s issues and 
children’s participation in governance. 

A network for young people

The Young People’s Network came into existence in 2008 
because the children and young people were not allowed to 
participate in local governance at that time. The Young People’s 
Network is formed by children and young people up to the 
age of 18 and has a president, a vice-president, a secretary and 
a treasurer. The president and the vice-president participate in 
the Municipal Development Council, where they present the 
children’s demands and projects to the Council. Based on the 
children’s requests the council decides which projects they are 
willing to support.

Elí Elder Méndez Martinez, 19, was the first president of the 
Young People’s Network. His role was to meet with the presi-
dents of the child groups and listen to their political concerns 
and the activities they wanted to carry out. Then he wrote and 
presented projects to the Municipal Development Council. He 
also commented on whether the Public Policy for Children was 
being implemented or not.

The president of each child group participates in the Young 
People’s Network, where he or she represents the different child 
groups. The child groups collectively decide what activities are 
most relevant to carry out in their communities and then the 
president of each child group takes their demands to the Young 
People’s Network.  

Transparency and teachers

Not everything promised in the Public Policy for Children has 
been achieved, but about 60 per cent has been implemented, 
evaluates Elí Elder Méndez Martinez, former president of the 
Young People’s Network. 

He highlights the important developments in the community 
based on the public policy. For instance, more teachers were 
hired in the grammar school and the number of nurses rose, the 
classrooms were improved and libraries were built. The children 
have learned how to speak up and demand that their rights be 
fulfilled. Many of their requests have been implemented. Now 
there are baskets for basketball, football fields, parks and play-
grounds. Birth registration for all children was demanded and is 
now happening to a much greater extent than before the Public 
Policy for Children was in place. More child groups have been set 
up than ever before in the three communities within the munici-
pality. 

On a personal level, participation has had a very positive im-
pact on the children. “The best things have been all the friend-
ships I’ve made, and getting to know different places, cultures 
and customs. It really opens your mind,” says Elí Elder Méndez 
Martinez.  

Many former child group members have continued to be 
engaged in local governance, for instance as members of the 
Community Development Council. Elí Elder Méndez Martinez is 
now one of the technicians hired by the municipality, and he car-

Working as agents of change within a Guatemalan 

community with a less child-friendly local government 

requires time and patience.

Child rights theatre by members of 

the local child group
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ries out capacity building with the children on child rights. He has 
also continued to participate in local governance as an observer, 
“I volunteered in the local election to fight for transparency in 
the process.”

No local government assistance

However, even within a community endowed with a less 
child-friendly local government, children may work as agents 
of change and development. It just requires time and patience, 
as experienced by the children in the small Guatemalan town 
Sábana Grande. Here, community development is often planned, 
designed and carried out without the assistance of the local gov-
ernment.  

“We have always involved the entire community, because the 
local government does not support these efforts. The commu-
nity and the NGOs work together for social development,” says 
the president of the town’s Community Development Council, 
Adán Jimenez Paiz. “In fact, we would like to seek funds ourselves, 
so that we don’t have to involve the local authorities in our social 
projects at all, because then the money is likely to vanish into the 
wrong pockets.” 

The children in the community have formed a child group, 
where they work in sub-groups focussing on different areas such 
as child rights, the environment, culture and sports, to demand 
that community developments are set in motion or improved 

in accordance with their rights and wishes. In addition, some of 
the children work as citizen journalists to inform other children 
about their rights and to expose the violation of those rights.

The children gather in their groups to talk about which de-
velopments they envision will benefit the entire community. 
Decisions are made collectively and the children develop their 
own work plans each year. For instance, the environment group 
plans to write a request for money to put up trash cans on all 
the streets in town and to include the request in a letter to 
the Municipal Development Council with support from the 
Community Development Council.

Culture festival and kites

In 2011, the child group organised and carried out a culture 
festival. Save the Children supported the event with materials 
and the local school allowed the children to assist as part of the 
curricula. Because the idea behind the festival was to express the 
different cultures within Guatemala, the child group invited chil-
dren from other municipalities. During the festival, different songs, 
outfits and culinary traditions were presented. The idea was to 
share different cultural expressions and traditions and to remind 
the children of their own cultural heritage. 

On another occasion, the children made kites, drew different 
child rights on the kites and flew them around the community to 
inform people about children’s rights. As a 16-year-old child rights 

Child rights radio produced by the 
children in the local child group

Facts about children’s governance in 
Guatemalan community development
 
In Guatemala, all communities are required by law to set up a 
Community Development Council. These councils have neither 
funds nor the executive power to carry out projects. However, 
the Community Development Council communicates directly to 
a local government governance structure, called the Municipal 
Council of Development, which has the mandate to approve 
community development projects. 
In Chiquimula, a Guatemalan province bordering Honduras, Save 
the Children supports children’s engagement in local govern-
ance.
The children are organised across the province in child groups 
and in a Young People’s Network. There is a child group in each 
community and a representative from each child group, often 
called the president, participates in the Young People’s Network. 
In Chiquimula province, there are 24 communities, hence, 
24 groups of children and 24 members in the Young People’s 
Network. 
Capacity building on child rights and on how to partici-
pate in local governance is carried out by local trainers. 
Save the Children pays 100 per cent of the trainers’ sal-
ary the first year, 50 per cent the second year and so on. 
By the fifth year the municipality pays the entire salary, 
because they realise how necessary the trainers are. This 
makes the project sustainable, because the process will go 
on even when Save the Children no longer supports the 
trainers directly. 
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promoter says, “We don’t only have the right to participate and 
to be heard. We also have the right – and the duty – to inform 
other children about our rights.”

“As journalists, we can change things in the community by talk-
ing about them,” explains Lilibeth Adayansi, one of the child jour-
nalists. One of the things the children choose to speak about in 
order to initiate a change in people’s perception is children’s right 
to participate in the community and their ability to take part in 
decision-making processes. 

Gender and money 

The idea that children are capable of discussing political issues 
and participating in the community is new in the region, especial-
ly when it comes to women and girls. This is one of the aspects 
the children are particularly keen to challenge, “We would mainly 
like to change people’s mentalities. Change their prejudices, the 
myths and the sexism. Women and children have not been sup-
posed to raise their voices and participate,” says child journalist 
Marvin Ramirez, 16.

Photo: Lisbeth D
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According to Adán Jimenez Paiz, the president of the 
Community Development Council, the children who partici-
pate in the child groups are poor, which is why time and money 
are constant challenges. They need to travel to get to the child 
group’s meetings, often on foot, which is time consuming, and 
many of the children work in addition to going to school. 

According to the children, no special capacity is needed to 
participate in local governance. The only requirement is the will-
ingness to engage in the projects and their local communities. 
The children also acknowledge the importance of being well 
organised.

Participation valued

Although the children in Sábana Grande have not been en-
gaged in governance for long, the children feel that they already 
have experienced positive changes in the community. According 
to the children, the most important transformation so far is the 
participation in decision making, which was not previously ac-
cepted by the community.

In the beginning, parents objected to the children’s participa-
tion. In one case, a girl from the community was not allowed to 
participate. Her father said, “This is for men. My daughter should 
not be involved.” To take action into their own hands, children 
from the child group went to the girl’s parents to talk about the 
activities they were doing. The children managed to convince the 
father, and in the end, the girl was allowed to participate in the 
workshops and capacity building.

The president of the Community Development Council in 
Sábana Grande now encourages children’s participation. “I would 
like the children to be formally represented in the Council and 
for them to have a voice and a vote. We didn’t have this oppor-
tunity when we were young, so it makes us very proud to see 
the children participate now. We will continue to support and 
help them and our biggest hope is that more children will par-
ticipate,” says Adán Jimenez Paiz. 

The Community Development Council is now planning to 
invite two members of the national parliament, so that they can 
see for themselves how the children participate.

I want my rights fulfilled now

“I often hear that we as children and 
adolescents are the future of the nation, and 
we are, but we’re also the present, and I want 
my rights to be fulfilled now.” 

Marvin Ramírez, 16

“

“

The idea that children, and especially girls and women, can 
discuss political issues is new in many regions of Guatemala.

Because we cannot vote

Some of the social journalists in the area did an analysis of the 
different candidates’ speeches during local elections to see if 
they even mentioned children’s rights – and they did not! 

This is probably because we cannot vote,

says Kevin citizen journalist Ronaldo Gutiérrez Monroy, 16.  
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What’s to be learned from this case?

How does this case demonstrate children’s engagement in governance? Although 
Guatemala’s Community Development Councils do not have executive power or 
budgets, they are important links to the Municipal Council of Development, which 
has the mandate to approve and fund community development projects. By or-
ganising themselves into child groups and networks and by cooperating with the 
Community Development Councils, the children have direct access to place their 
requests to adults who can bring their wishes further to the Municipal Council of 
Development.

What is the impact of the children’s engagement in governance? In the area where 
Save the Children has been present for a long time, and where the local govern-
ment is in favour of child participation, the children have prompted the develop-
ment of a Public Policy for Children, which has led to increased birth registration, 
additional grammar school teachers, and more nurses, as well as improved class-
rooms and the building of libraries. Baskets for basketball, football fields, parks 
and playgrounds have also been established. Many former child group members 
have continued to be engaged in local governance, for instance as members of the 
Community Development Council.

What are the lessons learned and recommendations? The importance attached 
to child rights and the supportiveness of children’s engagement in governance 
depends on the beliefs and interests of individual politicians and officials, on local 
agendas and politics, and on the internal power balance in a constituency. In areas 
where children have been counted in as partners in public policy and governance, 
the development happens much faster and more smoothly and the impact is much 
more tangible. Thus, it is important to work to institutionalise children’s engage-
ment in governance.
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For years, budget formulation, implementation and analysis in 
Zimbabwe were the preserves of government technocrats un-
der the leadership of the Ministry of Finance. However, hardly 
any evidence shows that national budgets in Zimbabwe address 
the underlying causes of poverty, marginalisation and exploi-
tation of the needs of vulnerable groups, writes Bob Libert 
Muchabaiwa in the book Demanding Good Governance: Lessons 
from Social Accountability Initiatives in Africa, issued by the World 
Bank in 2010.

The national budget is all-important when you want to meas-
ure a state’s commitment to children. This recognition led nine 
child-focused organisations in Zimbabwe to join forces already 
in 1999, and when a multiparty Zimbabwean parliament was in-
stated in 2002, the Child-Friendly National Budget Initiative really 
took off. Amongst the organisations involved in the initiative are 
Save the Children and UNICEF, while the National Association 
of Non-Governmental Organisations, or in brief NANGO, is in 
charge of coordination.

The Child-Friendly National Budget Initiative wants to intro-
duce mechanisms holding the government accountable for its 
policies and actions and to find lasting solutions to the structural 
causes of poverty. The initiative is guided by the key principles of 
participation, empowerment, fairness, equality, transparency and 
accountability. Subsequently, children from rural and urban areas 
and all social classes are involved in analysing and influencing local 
and national budgets to make these responsive to the requests 
of children.

Research based

In the initiative’s early ears, consultations and studies on the 
situation were conducted by NANGO, and inequalities, inequities 
and injustices in resource allocation, distribution and use were re-
vealed. Children’s perspectives, concerns and needs were found 
to be totally missing in the national budgeting. 

A comprehensive research report in 2000 showed that chil-
dren’s rights could be upheld by changing national budget expen-
ditures in the education, health and general child welfare sectors. 

New budget lines for 
children and democratised 
budgeting 

Social accountability – essential and highly challenging

In most countries around the world, people know little about how much money their government has at its disposal, 
where that money comes from, or how it is managed and accounted for. Public revenue transparency is particularly weak 
in Sub-Saharan Africa, where there is significant misuse of public resources due to corruption.

That a relatively large proportion of government revenues in Sub-Saharan Africa come from international aid and the 
export of primary resources (rather than tax revenues) further diminishes people’s sense of accountability toward public 
revenues.
Enhancing social accountability with regard to public revenues is therefore both essential and highly challenging in the 
African context.

Adapted from 
Demanding Good Governance: Lessons from Social Accountability Initiatives in Africa.

Mary McNeil and Carmen Malena, editors. The World Bank, 2010

Children need guidance in decision making, 

agree many of the children in this booklet, 

also the ones in this photo from Ethiopia

Photo: Lotte Ladegaard
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The report was widely distributed to ministries, local govern-
ment bodies, parliament and civil society organisations (CSOs).

To ensure ownership and strengthen NANGO’s research, 
stakeholders from all sectors are involved in the research, includ-
ing academia and people at grass-root level represented by child 
welfare CSOs.

As Zimbabwe’s parliament has limited research capacity, 
NANGO also provides research and budget analysis from chil-
dren’s perspectives to the parliamentarians.

Child-led clubs are the platform

Child-led clubs have been facilitated as a platform for children’s 
engagement in child-friendly budgeting. Although budget formula-
tion, implementation and analysis are complicated to understand 
for even highly educated adults, the children took up the chal-
lenge. Plenty of training was carried out for the children on issues 
like advocacy, budgeting and expenditure tracking, negotiation 
and other life skills along with general empowerment. Today, the 
children participate in planning, analysis, implementation and con-
sultations, and they make proposals. 

Then the adults take the decisions and approve or disapprove 
of the proposals. So both adults and children are involved, be-

cause adults have better decision-making powers. Children need 
guidance in decision making, explains Donovan Makuzo, one of 
the youth involved in the initiative.

One of the many child club activities is a Children’s 
Convention promoting dialogue with policy makers in the prov-
ince. One club held a Children’s Gala to sensitise other children 
on how budgets may be used to alleviate child poverty. This was 
attended by the local Member of Parliament. Through collabora-
tion with the media children have been airing their views about 
national resource allocation. For example, children have used the 
popular local talk show Mai Chisamba to express the need for 
more resources for the education sector, and to ensure that chil-
dren’s education is free for everyone. 

A Zimbabwe Child and Youth Budget Network has also been 
established, so the children can learn about budgeting and leg-
islation, and the children participated in a National Children’s 
Conference on the budget attended by the speaker of parlia-
ment and the director of budgets in the Ministry of Finance.
Donovan Makuzo cherishes the opportunities, stating, “We have 
been equipped with leadership qualities that we need in the 
future, and we have been moulded into responsible citizens. I 
learnt to be positive in whatever I want to achieve in my life. 
There exist no more limits. Children are now being engaged in 
issues to do with the development of our town.”

Child-friendly budgeting does not refer to separate budgets for children, but 
rather to mainstreaming children’s issues into national policies, plans and budgets, 
which is still rare in Ethiopia, where this photo was taken.

Photo: Lotte Ladegaard
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The toolbox

The Child-Friendly National Budget Initiative uses a variety of 
tools to achieve its aims. 

Action-oriented research ensures that baseline information 
is available, that advocacy issues are relevant and that impact is 
measured. Situation analysis, impact assessment, multi-stakeholder 
consultative workshops bringing together children and stakehold-
ers, focus groups discussions with children and rapid assessments 
in situations with limited resources are among the many research 
activities.

Independent budget analysis has been used to identify gaps 
and opportunities for children in local and national budgets. The 
analyses are shared with policy makers, government officials and 
other stakeholders. Policy and programme analysis ensure that 
policies, laws and programmes reflect children’s priorities in line 
with sustainable and growth-oriented economic policies. Budget 
inputs, outputs and outcome analysis involve a detailed analysis of 
resource allocations, including prioritisation, adequacy, equity, ef-

ficiency and results. Budget process analysis looks at how budgets 
are developed and implemented.

Lobbying and advocacy are based on research and target 
parliamentarians, government officials, the media, the private 
sector, NGOs and the general public to influence policies and 
resource allocation. The dissemination is done through meetings 
and workshops, posters, flyers, press releases, newspaper supple-
ments, electronic newsletters and mails.

Mass mobilisation and coalition building make children and 
young people, academia, churches and others join together to 
form strong coalitions that further sensitise and involve their 
constituencies to lobby the public officials they work with.

Engagement of policy and budget makers is critical. In addition 
to making oral and written submissions, NANGO holds meetings 
with government officials and policy makers to share specific rec-
ommendations. The interaction also helps develop mutual trust 
and confidence. Gradually, a sustained dialogue has developed.

Community-level capacity development in budget analysis 
via workshops with stakeholders at the local level has aided in 

Healthier relationships between citizens and the state

Some government officials perceive the demands of citizens or civil society for accountability as threatening. 
Indeed, most social accountability approaches must overcome some initial resistance or reluctance and will fre-
quently involve some level of critical or contentious engagement. 

It is therefore striking that social accountability approaches frequently result in stronger and more positive and 
productive relationships between citizens and the state.

Adapted from 
Demanding Good Governance. Lessons from Social Accountability Initiatives in Africa.

Mary McNeil and Carmen Malena, editors. The World Bank, 2010

Despite the hardships involved in getting heard, children do manage to 
influence governance in some of the world’s most impoverished and 
democratically starved countries, e.g. Zimbabwe and Ethiopia, where 
this photo is from.

Photo: Lotte Ladegaard



demystify budgets. The workshops are designed to build consen-
sus and sensitise local authorities on how they can help in the 
formulation of child-friendly budgets.  

Documentation and dissemination are important compo-
nents. Considerable time is spent rewriting research reports into 
reader-friendly flyers, position papers, newsletters, posters and 
news articles to be distributed to budget makers, parliamentary 
portfolio committees, researchers, CSOs, government depart-
ments and citizens.

Media campaigns influence society’s perception of reality and 
push politicians to deliver. Press statements, news bulletins and 
TV programmes have been produced, and journalists participate 
in budget workshops organised by NANGO.

Exhibitions and other events such as trade and book fairs as 
well as agricultural exhibitions help raise public awareness and 
mobilise support.

Capacity development enhances understanding and apprecia-
tion of the importance of budgets. NANGO’s capacity-develop-
ment programmes include budget literacy and analysis, as well as 
educating trainers. Training manuals and education materials are 
also used outside the workshops.

Broad stakeholder participation strengthens the voice and ca-
pacity of communities, especially as children learn to expect clear 
responses from public officials. To ensure that the debate reaches 
a wider audience, children, traditional chiefs, local authorities, pro-
vincial governors and senior citizens raise concerns that need to 
be addressed during workshops and meetings.

New budget lines

One of the direct results of on-going advocacy has been in-
creased budgetary allocations for children. New budget lines, e.g. 
the Children in Difficult Circumstances line item under the Ministry 
of Public Service, Labour and Social Welfare, have been intro-
duced. The focus on vulnerable children and orphans has also 
increased. 

The continued demand by children’s organisations to par-
ticipate in issues that affect them has resulted in the budgeting 
process being reviewed and democratised. One example is the 
establishment of parliamentary portfolio committees, including a 
budget committee, which reviews proposals from line ministries. 

The Child Friendly National Budget Initiative has trained the 
budget committee on child rights and child participation in budg-
eting processes. Interaction between the finance committee and 
children’s groups is taking place now, experience is being shared 
and children have gained access to influence the budget commit-
tee’s thinking and decisions.

While parliament and ministries traditionally only discussed 
budget issues in major cities, if at all, the Child-Friendly National 
Budget Initiative has piloted decentralisation of budget debates 
to rural and smaller urban areas. District consultative workshops 
have been held in 15 out of 62 districts in the country. Local 
authorities have hailed them as landmark achievements, because 
they empower communities to participate in the budgeting pro-
cess.

The initiative has also created increased accountability in other 
ways. For example, a 2004 evaluation of the Basic Education 
Assistance Module helped to track if resources allocated for edu-
cational assistance actually reached the intended beneficiaries. 
The major finding was that resources to support children took a 
long time to trickle down to local schools, and eventually some 
schools could not afford to educate poor children. The initiative 
managed to raise attention to the problem. A directive from gov-
ernment now forbids schools to chase away children. The gov-
ernment of Zimbabwe is also publishing financial statements on 
how the National AIDS Trust Fund is used and newspapers now 
commonly run a full-page list of quarterly beneficiaries. 

The initiative has strengthened the parliament’s role in shap-
ing budget priorities and holding sector ministries accountable. 
Parliament members now use research findings to highlight gaps 
and opportunities in budgets to help achieve children’s rights. The 
members obtain this information through the capacity building 
workshops held before and after the budgeting process. 

A Public Finance Management System has been introduced, 
and early-childhood education has been made an integral part 
of primary-level education. Birth registration and the issuance of 
birth certificates have been decentralised.

Moreover, the budget is being demystified for ordinary people 
through budget and finance literacy workshops. Children can 
now use economic terms and concepts with confidence, while 
the project has created public interest amongst ordinary people, 
legislators and children, who are now more eager to analyse 
budgets from a child perspective and to hold governments ac-
countable. 

“Opening government decision-making processes to 

children is a positive challenge which the Committee 

finds that States are increasingly responding to,” states 

the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child.

Photo: Lotte Ladegaard
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Plenty of challenges

Implementing such an ambitious and complex project in a 
country like Zimbabwe is not easy. The country is entrenched in 
a political stalemate, torn by poor economic performance and 
reeling from the effects of regional and international isolation. 
The government continues to exert control over CSOs through 
a combination of restrictive measures and political interference, 
and restrictive laws have made it increasingly difficult for citizens 
to freely assemble, associate and express themselves. 

Moreover, Zimbabwe is in election mode every two to three 
years. The acrimonious relationship between the two main po-

litical parties means that CSOs must tread carefully, as they are 
viewed as “opposition CSOs” by the government. Furthermore, 
the strategies and methodologies employed by NANGO are 
not always well received by the government, which has labelled 
some revealing research as Western viewpoints bent on effecting 
regime changes in Zimbabwe. 

Mistrust between NGOs and government also makes it dif-
ficult for NGOs to be allowed access to crucial information, and 
an irregular parliamentary sitting calendar makes arranging meet-
ings and appointments complicated, thus resulting in plenty of 
last-minute changes and cancellations. Although the parliament 
tends to rubber stamp the budget, its oversight role should not 
be underestimated. Oversight by portfolio committees conduct-
ing their work through public hearings holds sector ministries 
accountable.

Challenges also came from within the CSOs. Skilled staff mem-
bers are constantly on the move. As a result, CSOs are continu-
ously training people, who then move on, often to international 
organisations.

Last, but not least, some of the children found the initiative 
challenging. Seventeen-year-old Innocent Mochange explains, 
“Children’s expectations and attitudes towards change for the 
better were negative, and working with older people was a little 
harsh and frustrating. It was difficult to cope with both the chil-
dren and city council and to bring them together. It was not easy 
to educate the community. This was due to lack of knowledge 
on what we were really doing in the beginning. Older people 
felt that working with us was time consuming. But our views are 
being considered and action was and is still in progress and that 
makes me feel better than ever.” 

What is child-friendly budgeting?

Child-friendly budgeting does not refer to separate 
budgets for children. Rather, it is an analysis of the 
government’s budgets that measures its varying im-
pact on boys and girls regardless of religion, politi-
cal affiliation, ethnicity, social and physical status, or 
geographical location. 

Fundamentally, a child-friendly budget is about 
mainstreaming children’s issues and ensuring that 
they are integrated into all national policies, plans 
and programmes rather than setting children aside 
as a special interest group.

Bob Libert Muchabaiwa in Demanding Good Governance:  
Lessons from Social Accountability Initiatives in Africa. 

The World Bank, 2010

The national budget is all-important when 
you want to measure a state’s commitment to 
children.

Photo: Lotte Ladegaard
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What’s to be learned from this case?
How does this case demonstrate children’s engagement in governance? Child-led 
clubs act as a platform for children’s engagement in child-friendly budgeting. The 
children participate in planning, analysis, implementation, consultations and pro-
posal development. The child clubs are part of a Children’s Convention promoting 
dialogue with policy makers in the province. One club held a Children’s Gala to 
sensitise other children on how budgets can be used to alleviate child poverty. 
This was attended by the local Member of Parliament. Through collaboration with 
the media children have been airing their views about national resource alloca-
tion. A Zimbabwe Child and Youth Budget Network has also been established, 
and the children participated in a National Children’s Conference on the budget 
attended by the speaker of parliament and the director of budgets within the 
Ministry of Finance. 

What is the impact of the children’s engagement in governance? Consistent ad-
vocacy has led to an increase in budget allocations for issues that benefit children 
directly. New budget lines, e.g. the Children in Difficult Circumstances line item 
under the Ministry of Public Service, Labour and Social Welfare, have been intro-
duced. The focus on orphans and especially vulnerable children has also increased. 
At the same time, the budgeting process has been reviewed and democratised to 
ensure that different stakeholders take part in the process. 

The Child-Friendly National Budget Initiative has also piloted decentralisation of 
budget debates to rural and smaller urban areas, and an evaluation of the Basic 
Education Assistance Module led to the issuing of a government directive forbid-
ding schools from chasing away children. The government of Zimbabwe has intro-
duced a new policy of publishing financial statements on how the National AIDS 
Trust Fund is used, and the Public Finance Management System has been intro-
duced. Early-childhood education has been made part of primary education, while 
birth registration and the issuance of birth certificates have been decentralised.

What are the lessons learned and recommendations?  The national budget is 
all-important when you want to measure a state’s commitment to children, and 
when you want to influence a country’s development policy. However, as budget-
ing is tough even for highly educated academics, mobilisation and education is a 
must for all stakeholders. Otherwise, debates on a technical issue like budgeting 
do not make sense. 
 
Budget analysis must have the specific purpose of holding governments account-
able and to form the basis for policy dialogue, because independent analysis with-
out an effort to influence policies, attitudes and actions through communication 
and advocacy becomes a mere academic exercise. 
Partnerships, networks and coalitions generate greater resources and more 
knowledge than individual organisations can achieve alone. Civil society organisa-
tions must develop media strategies to reach policy makers and citizens and to 
dig into opportunities created by the media.
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All programmes and projects are created by children and youth, 
with adults from the organisation providing support only for 
management, planning, budgeting and evaluation. No activities are 
carried out without children’s participation in all phases of the 
process. Children suggest the subject and the method, in addi-
tion to taking responsibility for implementation. Even new mem-
bers are selected by old members, and not by adult facilitators. 
Members must be 14-19 years old, an age range also established 
by the members.  

Such is the situation in a youth centre in Banjaluka, Bosnia 
Herzegovina/Republika Srbska. The youth centre was established 
by Save the Children’s partner organisation Hi Neighbour. 

Decisions are made within the team, by reach-
ing a consensus. Everyone’s opinion is relevant, 
and everyone is always paid attention to when 
speaking, 

explains Mile Aljetic, who got involved in the youth centre at a 
friend’s recommendation.

Research on child trafficking

Members of the youth centre, among others, decided to carry 
out some research on child trafficking, child pornography and 
prostitution, which is a growing problem in Banja Luka. The re-
search was planned to take place via focus group discussions in 
10 schools. Trained in qualitative research and the technique of 
focus group discussions, the children defined the sample, worked 
out a detailed agreement and work plan and determined the 
division of tasks.

Over 60 hours of psychological counselling work were held 
for members of the group on the development problems  young 
people face. After carrying out the research, the children partici-
pated in lectures on the emerging value system that has led to 
an increase child pornography and prostitution. In all, 350 chil-
dren have been educated on the protection and recognition of 
sexually threatening situations.

The members of the youth centre also do theatre shows, 
preparing their own scripts, scenes, costumes, lighting and perfor-
mances. Active on Facebook and in the media, they have learned 
to write reports, carry out workshops and about communica-
tion. Moreover, they have written articles for newsletters and 
interviewed representatives of the police.

This is all a part of governance

“I wanted to participate actively in my community and contrib-
ute to the team with all my abilities. The time spent in the team 
was time spent acquiring certain skills and experiences, which 
you can hardly, or not even, find in the formal education pro-
cess,“ says Mile Aljetic. He thinks that children always ought to be 
involved in the process of decision making when it comes to is-
sues concerning them. “That way they’re included in governance.” 

Empowerment protects 
against abuse and 
exploitation

“

Focus group discussions have been carried 

out in 10 Bosnia-Herzegovina schools as part 

of research being done on child trafficking, 

child pornography and prostitution.

Children and youth in Banja Luka have been participating in 
psychological counselling and lectures on the emerging 
value system that has led to an increase in child pornography 
and prostitution.
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Another youth centre member, Jovana Vukovic says, “I started 
seriously considering the idea of studying psychology. I’ve learned 
so many new things that I previously knew nothing of, and I 
made new friends with similar interests. I have become a person 
with a strong attitude, and I overcame the shyness and stage 
fright of public speaking. I learned something new during every 
meeting, starting with emotions, assertiveness, empathy, giving 
good presentations, creating logos, advertisements, writing re-
ports, researching via focus groups, organising panel discussions, 
media co-operation, animating people into a street action, writing 
CVs, motivation letters, and many other things.”

Constant cooperation between elders and 
children 

According to Hi Neighbour, the only action initiated by adults 
was the actual establishment of the youth centre, because adult 
leadership is required by law in this phase of NGO activities. 
However, children were of course consulted. 

The funding part is also to some extent governed by adults, 
says Mile Aljetic, “It would be great if the finance report delivered 
to project donors after some activities would be available to us.”

Jovana Vukovic also points out that there other decision mak-
ers are also involved, such as the coordinator, Hi Neighbour 
management and donors. “Donors because they do the financ-
ing; management because they have norms that need to be 
fulfilled; coordinator because he/she is highly trained, has great 
ideas, earned respect in the team, supports the team dynamics 
and never allows us to be lazy,” says Jovana Vukovic. 

She underlines that children always need someone older to 
facilitate them, assist them and support them, On the other hand, 
children shouldn’t serve as project decoration. A constant coop-
eration between the elders and the children is needed in order 
to achieve the desired goals. 

The members of the youth centre in Banja Luka 
celebrate their new knowledge and lost shyness.
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What’s to be learned from this case?

How does this case demonstrate children’s engagement in governance? All pro-
grammes and projects in the youth centre are governed by children and youth, with 
adults from the organisation only providing support for the management, planning, 
budgeting and evaluation. Children suggest the subject and the method, in addition to 
taking responsibility for implementation. 

What is the impact of the children’s engagement in governance? Extensive awareness 
has been created on child trafficking, child pornography and prostitution among par-
ticipants by using psychosocial counselling, child researchers and school pupils, as well 
as police and community members, all of whom were involved in research and aware-
ness raising on these issues. This awareness along with cultivating personal life skills 
among the members of the youth centre may work as protection against abuse and 
exploitation.

What are the lessons learned and recommendations? Children cannot do much with-
out adult support, e.g. donors have to do the financing and management in the sup-
porting adult organisation has long-term planning that might not easily be changed. 
Good coordinators are also especially useful, because they are highly trained and have 
great ideas. Adults also help ensure that the involvement of children in governance is 
ethical and meaningful and that the actions involving children are concrete.
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“The adults need our help when it comes 
to public policies. Otherwise they can 
only think of their own priorities and not 
ours,” says a 15-year-old girl from Ciudad 
Sandino, Nicaragua. Here, children demand 
to be heard in decision-making processes 
and influence the projects and develop-
ment plans the local government is budg-
eting for.  

Save the Children started working with 
local governments a decade ago and sup-
ported the legal establishment of the 
association the Network of Municipal 
Governments Friends of Children in 2008. 
Its sole purpose is to promote the fulfil-
ment of children’s rights at community 
level. 

Together with the network, Save the 
Children has ensured that children are 
directly involved in the discussions and ap-
proval of projects directly benefitting them, 
and child councils and lobby events have 
been created as spaces for children to en-
gage in governance at the municipal level.

And it pays. The coordinator of the 
Network of Municipal Governments has 
noticed that there is greater development 
measured in terms of the actual impact 
in relation to the investment made in the 
communities that listen to the children. 
This, she explains, is because children know 
what they need and what they want. The 
money is being spent for better purposes, 
and the beneficiaries value the investments 
more, when children are listened to while 
planning investments.

My neighbourhood, my project

Each year, the local authorities in some municipalities invite 
children who are organised in child councils to a participatory 
lobby event, where children present their requests based on a 
gap analysis carried out by the children themselves in their com-
munities. 

In the municipality of Ocotal, children presented their col-
lectively decided projects selected during the lobby event. The 
authorities approved 10 out of 16 projects and included them 
in the Annual Investment Plan for the coming year. Among the 
children’s projects were classrooms improvements, more books 

in the library and a band or a dancing group in the Centre for 
Culture. 

“We do this to treat our children as citizens with rights,” says 
the mayor of Ocotal. According to the mayor, the process has 
involved integrating children into the social and political life of 
the municipality. The process has influenced the perception of 
leadership in the neighbourhoods, where children are gradually 
becoming more directly involved. “Adult acceptance of children’s 
own projects being approved and funded is a historical develop-
ment,” says the mayor.

70 per cent more spent 
on children locally

Children in Nicaragua demand to be 
heard in decision-making processes.
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Ahead of the lobby events, the children do some ‘diagnostics’ 
in their own areas to find out which rights are violated. Then, 
Save the Children and its partner organisations support pre-
paratory assemblies, where the children learn to develop small 
proposals. To make the children’s requests more focused, the 
children generally are divided into groups of children living in 
the urban area, children in the rural area and disabled children. 
Depending on the age, the children draw pictures that represent 
their wishes, or they write about the projects they want the local 
government to carry out. 

Jaimy, a 16-year-old girl from Ciudad Sandino, has been partici-
pating in a child council since she was 10 years old. She recalls, 
“The government gave us the opportunity to comment on what 
we wanted to accomplish in our communities in a lobby event 
where the municipality had gathered more than 200 children. 
We were split into smaller groups and in the groups we talked 
about what our demands would be. We focused on our right to 
security, so we asked for lights in the playgrounds and on some 
of the dark streets. The municipality agreed to carry out our 
project and now it is safer for children and their families to be in 
the park or on the playground after six or seven o’clock when it 
is getting dark. The police have also contributed to this since we 
made them aware of the problem.”

Some months after the participatory lobby event, the munici-
pal government convokes the children again for another lobby 
event called informative lobby or accountability lobby event, 
where the municipality accounts for the projects that have al-
ready been implemented, for projects that are underway and 
for the expenditure for each project. The mayor and the deputy 
mayor are present during the events. 

The local government representatives always explain why if 
some requested activities have not been carried out, like a cen-
tre for children and adolescents, technical education centres and 
micro credit programmes, which were beyond the authorities’ 
financial capacity.    

We need to claim what is ours

It is very important that we as children 
participate. Especially now that we have this 
space and this opportunity, we need to take 
advantage of it and claim what is ours.

Jaimy, 16-year-old child mayor

Activities in the child councils

One of the children’s councils in the Managua area noticed 
that many people, and especially the poor families, did not want 
to or were unable to register their children at birth. The families 
felt it was too expensive. To combat this problem, the children 
launched a festival called Right to a Name. 

“Before the festival we went from house to house and asked 
if people knew of children that were not registered. Those fami-
lies were invited to the festival. During the festival, we provided 
birth certificates to children from zero to 12 years. Lawyers did 
it for free, the local government paid for the festival, and almost 
150 children were registered. That was a great success for us,” 
explains Jaimy.

The children also carried out a Walk for the Environment to 
create awareness on the importance of keeping the streets in 
the community clean. The mayor joined the walk.

“

Drawing pictures of what they would like is one of the many 
activities Nicaraguan children engage in to influence local 
governance.
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Election day

On election day, hundreds of children 
gather to vote. In front of a long line 
of children from six to 16 years of 
age, three teenagers sit at a table. 
They hand out the ballot and tell the 
younger children how to proceed. 
Having received the paper, the chil-
dren vote in polling booths made out 
of cardboard boxes. 

When they have made up their 
minds, they throw the ballot into the 
handmade ballot box and press their 
fingers into blue ink to signify that 
they have voted already. 

Children in the communities carry 
out elections to vote for the child 
mayor and deputy mayor of their 
child council, who will represent the 
children in consultations with the lo-
cal government. 

He is honest and humble … 
and very good in mathemat-
ics. He can do it. He will do 
his very best, 

explains Josué Ramón Cruz, 12 years old, about 
his favourite child mayor candidate.

“
...and throw the ballot into the ballot box

Having voted, the children must press their 
fingers into blue ink to signify that they 
have done their duty.
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the children receive the ballot...

...vote behind polling booths made 
out of cardboard boxes...
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Another child council did a scientific diagnostic of the adult’s 
perception of children’s participation. They interviewed 100 
adults about children’s capacity to participate. Only five per cent 
of the adults thought that children were able to say anything 
concrete or rational. Two years later the children asked the same 
questions to 100 adults, approximately 50 of whom were also 
part of the first sample. This time, the analysis showed that 35 
per cent believed children had the necessary capacities, dem-
onstrating a 30 per cent increase in the number of adults who 
believed children were able to participate. 

Annual competition

Experience has proven that local governments are more likely 
to listen to other local governments. Therefore, knowledge shar-
ing is a great way for authorities to learn, and children’s rights 
have turned out to be a unifying factor for local governments, 
despite political and religious differences.

Every year, the Network of Municipal Governments Friends of 
Children evaluates the commitments made to fulfil child rights, 
and during a widely attended Annual Competition ceremony 
the local government with the best performance receives the 
honoured of a prize worth USD 5,000. The money is granted to 
a project completely decided upon by children in that municipal-
ity. This encouragement and public recognition has made healthy 
competition among local governments possible. 

In 2011, the Telpaneca municipality won the 8th Annual 
Competition, because they had obtained the highest combined 
score covering the following four themes: 1) investment in chil-

dren, 2) support for child participation, 3) support for the right 
to leisure, and 4) support for disabled children. Telpaneca had 
increased its annual investment in children from 20 per cent in 
2010 to 30 per cent in 2011, and children had been consulted 
when the local government was developing a public policy for 
children. 

According to Mayor Bernarda Castillo, “The biggest challenge 
now is to continue increasing the budget for children. Currently, 
80 per cent of the content of the public policy for children is be-
ing implemented, but we want to make that 100 per cent.” She 
affirms that it is important to let children participate, because, 
“You need to work with them and prepare them for the posts 
they will have in the future.” 

The municipality that won in 2010 inaugurated the project in 
2011. According to the deputy mayor, they consulted children in 
every neighbourhood by letting the children draw the project 
they wanted. After an exhibition of all the drawings, each neigh-
bourhood prioritised one project, and finally all the children in 
the municipality voted to identify the ultimate project. “The big 
winner was a playground, which we did not have, so I think they 
chose well,” says the deputy mayor.  

Afterwards, the government officials helped the children de-
velop a budget to investigate how much the playground would 
cost in terms of materials, paint and other expenses. The children 
discovered that they needed money beyond the existing budget. 
In the end the local government paid the additional costs with 
some contributions from a local hardware shop. 
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The local authorities do not always agree with children, though. 
In one case, the mayor desperately hoped that the children 
would choose to spend money on a playground, but the children 
wanted a music band to play at community parties and celebra-
tions. The mayor tried heavily to influence the children, but when 
the time to vote came, the great majority nominated the band. 
The mayor shed a few tears, and the children had their band.

Every four years, the network has to resurge because of local 
elections and the change in staff in the local government. But the 
network sustains, because it has received great recognition and 
appreciation in the country, and because it is based on long-term 
visions, strategies, priorities, projects and budgets.

We are taken seriously

“I’m very grateful that the local government 
has taken us seriously; that they invite us to 
the consultations and lobby events and listen 
to us. We have felt very comfortable in all the 
processes.” 

17-year-old girl from Managua

“

Facts about the Network of 
Municipal Governments Friends of 
Children

Currently, 80 per cent of all municipalities in Nicaragua 
are included in the network. Save the Children Child Right 
Governance Programme Coordinator Pedro Hurtado 
Vega explains that, “it has expanded through ‘peer logic’ 
between the municipalities and almost created a sort of 
domino effect, because they see that it is worth the ef-
fort.” 

The network has managed to secure an increase in the 
annual average of municipal investment in children from 
8.5 per cent from 2001-2004 to 14.5 per cent from 
2005-2008, directly benefiting hundreds of thousands of 
childrenthroughout Nicaragua. In 2011, 60 municipalities 
had child rights plans and 30 already have a Municipal 
Policy for children. In 2010, it was only seven.

Policies, plans, projects and budgets were prepared and 
approved with input from 15,500 children. Children di-
rectly selected the content of nine municipal projects, 
most of which address the right to education and recrea-
tion, benefitting more than 140,000 children in 2010 and 
2011.
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What’s to be learned from this case?
How does this case demonstrate children’s engagement in governance? The chil-
dren are organised in child councils across the country and via various lobby 
events they are directly involved in deciding how the municipal budgets should 
reflect children’s needs and demands. The lobby events also ensure that the local 
governments are being held accountable to fulfilling their promises. The Annual 
Competition ensures that children hold the absolute power to decide which pro-
ject the award should be granted to. 

What is the impact of children’s engagement in governance? There has been a 70 
per cent increase in the average municipal investment in children over a period of 
four years in Nicaragua. Eighty per cent of all municipalities are now part of the 
network. The idea of the Municipal Network for children has been replicated in 
other countries in the region. The children’s engagement in governance has led 
to a more effective realisation of children’s rights. Playgrounds are constructed, 
schools are repaired and music instruments are included in the municipal budgets. 
Security has been improved in parks and playgrounds, and marginalisation of poor 
children has been reduced, because they are guaranteed access to services when 
they have a birth certificate.

What are the lessons learned and recommendations? Development projects for 
children are more likely to be given priority when children are involved in the pro-
cess. The realisation of children’s rights requires quality partnership between differ-
ent sectors as well as long-term vision, strategies and budgets. 
Experience has proven that local governments are more likely to listen to other 
local governments. Therefore, experience sharing is a great way for authorities to 
learn, and children’s rights have turned out to be a unifying factor for local govern-
ments, despite political and religious differences. Encouragement and public recog-
nition may generate healthy competition among local governments.
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Youth comprise a large proportion of the labour force in Kenya, 
yet youth usually work under the direction of older people. 
Posing questions has traditionally been unthinkable. Children are 
to be seen and not heard, while child and youth participation 
habitually has been confined to child and youth organisations. 
Children’s participation in governance used to be non-existent in 
Kenya.  

“Tunaweza” or “We can!” is a youth, children and community 
empowerment project implemented by Plan Kenya in collabora-
tion with key government offices and civil society. The initiative 
has increased child and youth engagement in governance in 
CSOs and government structures influencing the everyday lives 
of children in Kenya. 

How the project came into being

The project emerged from a participatory community devel-
opment planning process where children, youth and communities 
identified their development priorities and possible interventions 
to address these priorities. Two partner NGOs facilitated child 
participation in the planning process. 

In order to introduce the project and establish access to chil-
dren, youth and communities, sensitisation campaigns were car-

ried out in 14 CSOs in Kwale and 25 in Kilifi by Plan staffs, youth 
and local leaders. They explained about the importance of child 
and youth participation in development activities and the need 
to establish a mutual working relationship between youth and 
CSOs. 

A mapping of various community structures carried out by 
Plan and CSO representatives identified 84 registered and 82 
unregistered youth groups, which could act as pioneers and 
be joined by other youth who were interested in engaging in 
governance. The information about these youth groups was dis-
seminated during trainings, meetings and in documentation dis-
tributed to the youth. 

Youths work with 
authorities to eradicate 
poverty

Facts about “We can!

•	 “Tunaweza,” meaning “We can!” was imple-
mented by Plan Kenya in the districts of Kwale, 
Kinango, Msambweni and Kilifi from 2008-2010 
in partnership with 39 civil society organisations 
(CSOs), various government partners and two 
NGO partners, Kenya Alliance for Advancement 
of Children’s Rights (KAARC) and the Coalition 
for the Promotion and Development of the Child 
(COPDEC). 

•	 The project targeted an estimated 72,000 children 
and youth.  

Posing questions has previously been out of the 

question for children in many African countries 

– for example, in Ethiopia, where this photo was 

taken, and in Kenya.
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Building capacity

In Kwale, three NGO forums were formed to build capac-
ity and foster meaningful representation and participation of 
children and youth amongst all partners and individuals. Youth 
networks were also established in all the CSOs in Kwale, Kinango 
and Msambweni. Designed to create space for youth advocates, 
these networks helped spread information about upcoming 
events. Members of the network participated in decision-making 
forums at the CSO level and in village meetings, and they were 
under continuous mentoring and coaching for them to become 
gradually more endowed.

One-hundred and forty youth advocates were involved in mo-
bilising community groups via sensitisation and information meet-
ings, and they supported youth groups in becoming empowered 
to work closely with CSO leadership. 

In Kilifi, the youth participated in a district network identifying 
issues they felt affected them, for example drug abuse, unem-
ployment, teenage pregnancies and child marriages. Subsequently, 
the youth leaders organised and executed advocacy campaigns 
against these problems.

Plan staffs were also trained in human rights based approaches, 
gender and many other issues, while e.g. CSOs participated in 
training on participatory monitoring and evaluation. 

Making leaders

A youth and child leadership training manual was developed 
involving the Children’s Department, the Ministry of Youth Affairs 
and Sports, the Coalition for the Promotion and Development 
of Children, Kenya Alliance for Advancement of Children, the 
Ministry of Education, Kenya Scouts Association and others. Input 
from the children and youth was incorporated.                                                                                                                                  

Primary schools students were trained on leadership facilitated 
by patrons of the Kenya Scouts Association in Kwale, Msambweni 
and Kinango. Selected from child clubs within the schools, the 
participants learned life skills such as communication, leadership 
expertise and core living values. These skills enabled them to ef-
fectively run their clubs. 

Similar leadership training for youth groups from 12 CSOs was 
organised by Plan and the Ministry of Youth Affairs. 

Income generation – a main concern

As income generation is a main concern for Kenyan youth, 
Plan and the Ministry of Youth Affairs facilitated youth who 
wanted to apply for funds established to create employment for 
youth. The youth also engaged in community work like clearing 
bushes along roads and growing tree seedlings guided by the 
Forestry Department. In return, the youth sold the seedlings to 
the Ministry of Youth.  

Some youth groups participated in exposure visits to gain 
inspiration for income generation. One group visited youth in-
volved in butterfly farming and has since started a similar project 
in their own community. Some youth visited government irriga-
tion schemes to learn about irrigation methods, how to grow 
cashew nuts as well as marketing techniques. These youth are 
now practising irrigation techniques on their group farm.  

In Kwale, hundreds of youth from CSOs were trained in re-
source mobilisation that involved project proposal writing skills 
and information on how to access funding from different donors. 
One group was granted USD 626 from the Ministry of Gender 
and Social Services for their tree seedling project. 

Youth representatives were also trained in project manage-
ment, acquiring information and skills like finance, monitoring, 
evaluation and report writing. 

Any information on grant opportunities was posted on the 
government department notice boards and shared with the 
youths at community meetings and during trainings.

Sport and mobilisation

Sport was found to be a very appropriate tool for mobilising 
youth. The youth in one CSO organised a football league to keep 
the boys busy during school holidays. This event was designed to 

Children and youth make up a large 
part of the labour force in Kenya and 
Ethiopia, where this photo is from.
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sharpen sport abilities while simultaneously educating the youth 
on issues like drug abuse. 

The project also supported the celebration of International 
Women Day in partnership with the Ministry of Social Services. 
A girls’ football match was used to advocate eradication of child 
marriages, while youth advocates organised a 16-day Activism 
against Gender  Violence campaign through a football league.

Access to relevant information

Dissemination of information was a continuous process. The 
children and youth learned about relevant acts and conven-
tions like the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the 
Child, the Millennium Development Goals, and the National Youth 
Policy. Introduced to youth enterprise fund application forms 
and registration forms for youth groups, they got copies of the 

Harmonized Draft Constitution, district development plans and the 
National Youth Council Bill.

Magazines were developed by the children and youth, who 
told their own stories, made drawings and poems along with vid-
eos and posters encouraging other youth to become engaged in 
governance. The magazines, videos and posters urging the youth 
to attend local meetings, unite and demand opportunities were 
disseminated to various youth groups, CSOs and relevant line 
ministries. 

Getting access to engagement in governance

In Kwale, when 102 youth advocates came together in 2009 
to review the National Youth Policy they identified various 
shortcomings. Important problems were left out of the policy; 
for example, unemployed male youth used by politicians to 
perpetuate violence was not mentioned. Neither were corrup-
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tion and nepotism, although these issues are major concerns for 
Kenyan youth. The gaps were compiled in a memorandum and 
forwarded to the Ministry of Youth Affairs and other relevant 
government officials.  

Twenty-four youth representatives also reviewed the 
Economic Stimulus Projects with the Community Develop Fund 
managers and suggested a way forward that included children 
and youth in the projects and their monitoring. 

Network meetings were convened by the District Youth 
Office. These meetings were used for selecting youth leaders to 
represent the youth agenda at the district level, thus providing 
youths with the opportunity to share issues affecting them with 
the District Youth Training Officer. The district meetings culmi-
nated in the establishment of a new District Youth Council.
District Youth Councils reviewed their respective district plans 
and forwarded their comments and suggestions for further youth 
engagement to the District Development Officers. 
The District Youth Officer, the District Youth Council and some 
CSO youth representatives also met to measure the provisions 
of the National Youth Council Act and other instruments influ-
encing the lives of children and youth. Copies of these instru-
ments were made available to their own groups. 
During a meeting with the Financial Services providers in Kilifi, 
the youths learned about the Community Development Fund 
Act. Gaps were identified at policy and implementation levels, 
and the youths were requested to work out a memorandum to 
the Members of Parliament.
Improvements in birth registration and a water dam construction 
have also been attributed to the children and youth’s involve-
ment in data collection and awareness creation. A group of youth 
lobbied with the police for the closure of a drinking den, while 
others were registering voters and worked as clerks and presid-
ing officers during by elections.

Sustainability through linkages

In order to ensure sustainability, the youths were linked up 
with the respective government line ministries from a very early 
stage, thus making child rights governance part of government 
plans. 

Apart from having gained an awareness of and access to fund-
ing from sustained, decentralised government funds to create 
economic sustainability, the youths have been linked up to other 
civil society organisations working with governance to avoid de-
pendency on Plan.

The project has led to incorporation of youth leaders in 
key decision-making committees, e.g. the All District Poverty 
Eradication committee. Several departments and ministries rec-
ognised and involved the youth in programmes that have contin-
ued way beyond the Tunaweza project.

The District Youth Councils provide youth with a strong 
voice in areas of civic education. An increased number of 
youth also influence decisions at local level governance, e.g. in 
the National Boundary Review Commission, the Constitution 
Review Commission and the Truth, Justice and Reconciliation 
Commission. 

While there are many gains, a few frustrations have also 
popped up during the project. Sometimes the children and youth 
would have to wait for months before any progress was made, 
which caused great distress. Understaffing and high turnover of 
government and district officers have also proved to be a chal-
lenge to the project as it takes time to get to know, sensitise and 
make new officers feel ownership about the project. 

Often, children and youth meet with 
other children and youth. However, 
interaction between adults and children 
and youth leads to faster results when 
children engage in governance.
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What’s to be learned from this case?

How does this case demonstrate children’s engagement in governance? Through the 
District Youth Councils children and young people gain access to decision makers at 
district, and in some instances, national level. Children and youth review and provide 
input concerning the National Youth Council Act and the Community Development 
Fund Act. 

What is the impact of the children’s engagement in governance? The project has led 
to incorporation of youth leaders in key decision-making committees, e.g. the All 
District Poverty Eradication committee. Several departments and ministries have also 
recognised and involved the youth in programmes that have continued way beyond 
the Tunaweza project. Improvements in birth registration and a water dam construc-
tion have been attributed to the children and youth’s involvement in data collection 
and awareness creation. A group of youth lobbied with the police for the closure of 
a drinking den, while others registered voters and worked as clerks and presiding of-
ficers during by elections. One youth group was granted money from the Ministry of 
Gender and Social Services for a tree seedling project. 

What are the lessons learned and recommendations? Linking up with government 
line ministries from a very early stage makes child rights governance part of govern-
ment plans, while awareness of and access to funding from sustained, decentralised 
government funds create economic sustainability.
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While the involvement of adolescents in governance is common, 
examples of young children engaging in governance are scarce. 
“Till now, we have not been good at asking the youngest children 
about their opinion,” admits Stine Lindberg, Head of Section for 
the involvement of children, the National Council for Children in 
Denmark.

Although most young children in Denmark spend many of 
their waking hours in day care centres, no one has ever exam-
ined their access to influencing their daily lives there until Stine 
Lindberg’s department decided to establish a Mini Children’s 
Panel to ask these young children about their opinions on chil-
dren’s engagement in governance in day care centres. 

The Mini Children’s Panel comprises children 4-6 years of 
age who volunteer their opinions on subjects taken up by the 
Council. The children’s replies are disseminated to the public 
at large, child experts, politicians, children and others with an 
interest in the field of children. But most of all, the studies are 
designed to inspire and motivate day care staff to initiate further 
participation and child governance in day care centres. 

The National Council for Children also has another aim, which 
is to have young children internalise and value their initial experi-
ences of being heard and of being part of something larger – a 
democracy – where their voices also count. 

Governance in day care 
centres? Maybe not …

About the National Council 
for Children

The National Council for Children is a Danish 
institution administratively linked with the Danish 
Ministry of Social Affairs and Integration, but 
nonetheless politically independent.

A chairperson is appointed by the Minister of 
Social Affairs and Integration, while six members 
are recommended by an elected assembly of or-
ganisations working with children. Subsequently, 
the recommended members are appointed by 
the minister. 
The Council, which receives an annual govern-
ment grant, was established as a trial scheme in 
1994, but in 1997 the Danish Parliament decided 
to make the National Council for Children per-
manent. 

Its many tasks include closely monitoring the 
reporting process to the UN Committee on the 
Rights of the Child and issuing its own supple-
mentary report.

In connection with legislative and other initia-
tives of significance to children, the National 
Council for Children is available for consultation. 
The Council can request that public authorities 
account for political decisions and administrative 
practices, but the Council does not deal with 
specific complaints.

The National Council for Children advocates 
on behalf of all Danish children. By carrying out 
studies based on input from children, the Council 
acts as the voice of Danish children.
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What is participation to a five-year-old?

As the Council’s prime task is to secure children’s rights to 
participation in decisions regarding their own lives, studying par-
ticipation and child governance in day care centres was an obvi-
ous objective. “It is a fact that we do not know much about how 
children in day care centres experience participation and co-
management,” writes Stine Lindberg in a 2011 study published by 
the council called Rules and co-management in day care centres.

But how do you ask children at the age of five about such 
abstract subjects as participation and co-management in govern-
ance? The Council chose to pose 12 concrete questions on situ-
ations from everyday life in day care centres. The questions were 
designed to elicit a response of “yes,” “sometimes” or “no”. The 
quantitative survey, which included 149 children aged 4-6, was 
supplemented by qualitative interviews with eight children aged 
4-6 from different day care centres.

Children’s involvement in co-management in day care centres 
usually entails regular children’s meetings led by day care staff. 
During these meetings the children speak in turns. Sometimes 
the day care staff presents topics the children talk about on the 
playground, during lunch and while playing, based on the assump-
tion that this will make them feel the meetings are based on 
their current interests and thus participatory in nature.

The study revealed, however, that the children mainly experi-
ence these meetings as socialisation and as an educative forum 
rather than as a forum for democracy and governance. “You have 
to raise your hand, and then the adults decide if you’re allowed 
to speak. If you don’t know anything, you’re not allowed to raise 
your hand,” explains August, a boy in the study.

Study methodology

The 2010 study Rules and co-management in day care centres was 
carried out in the newly established Mini Children’s Panel and comprised 149 children aged 4-6. 
The goal is for the panel to grow until it has approximately 1,000 panel members comprised of young children. 

The Danish School of Education selected the day care centres via a simple random sample to make sure that the respond-
ents were not only geographically and demographically representative, but also that different types of day care centres were 
represented, e.g. both public and private day care centres with different age groups of children. All child respondents were 
volunteers and parental consent was sought. 

A computer-generated verbal questionnaire was developed and distributed to participating day care centres on USB sticks 
as not all computers available to the children had Internet access. The children received simple instructions from day care 
staff and the computer, which was equipped with a mouse and headset. The children had to click on “yes,” “sometimes,” or 
“no” and each response was represented by a symbol. The staff remained present to assist if problems regarding under-
standing or the symbols arose, but they did not participate in answering the questions. 

Initially, the child was presented with numerous pictures of animals and a little train rolling across the screen. Next, the 
computer asked the child to do a practice test using the different response options. Afterwards, 12 questions were posed 
one at a time and the response selected by clicking on a square, a triangle or a circle, each one symbolising one of the three 
different response options. Finally, a green arrow appeared to lead the child to the next question. The train cars gradually 
became shaded with colour. When the last question was finished, the train hooted and left the screen. 

Eight children also participated in qualitative interviews carried out two by two. 

Fictitious names were used in the final study to preserve anonymity.

Unwilling to take decisions

Danish children as young as five years of age are accustomed 
to being involved in family decisions. Although not all of their de-
cisions are taken into consideration by their parents, children are 
used to having their voices heard at home from an increasingly 
young age. 

In the day care centre children appeared to be less willing to 
get involved in decision making as more than a third of the child 
respondents admitted that they do not like to take decisions in 
the day care centre. For the children, “taking decisions” appeared 
to be understood as “being in charge while playing” rather than 
“being co-managers”. 

According to the study’s findings, young children’s own social 
practices are more important than adult attempts to integrate 
democratic processes in day care centres, because many young 
children worry about being perceived as too dominating by the 
other children. 

A girl named Sarah explains, “Children don’t want to have to 
decide so much that others become sad. They want them to be 
able to join too.” 
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What’s to be learned from this case?

How does this case demonstrate children’s engagement in governance? The Mini 
Children’s Panel comprises children 4-6 years of age who volunteer their opinions on 
subjects proposed by the National Council for Children. The children’s replies are dis-
seminated to the public at large, child experts, day care staff, politicians, children and 
others with an interest in the field of children. 
	
What is the impact of the children’s engagement in governance? Due to a lack of re-
sources, the National Council for Children has been unable follow-up on and assess 
the impact of the children’s engagement in governance.

What are the lessons learned and recommendations? Young children appear to be 
somewhat unwilling to get involved in decision making as their own social practices 
are apparently more important than adult attempts at integrating democratic pro-
cesses in day care centres. Many young children worry about being perceived as too 
dominating by the other children. Because examples of young children’s engagement 
in governance are scarce, doing more research on young children’s engagement in 
governance is recommended in order to explore the avenues for their involvement in 
decisions influencing their everyday life.
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Many young Danish children appear to 
be concerned about being perceived as 
dominating by other children.
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Who does the Danish 
school belong to?

Low awareness on child rights in Denmark

“While welcoming the State party’s information that human rights and democracy are part of the school curricula 
at both primary and secondary school levels, the Committee is concerned at the low rates of awareness of the 
Convention, especially amongst children.”

“The Committee is concerned that the curriculum for the training of persons working for and with children, in-
cluding teachers, does not include the Convention.”

“The Committee reiterates its previous recommendation for the State party to develop systematic and on-going 
training programmes on human rights, including children’s rights, for all persons working for and with children, e.g. 
judges, lawyers, law enforcement officials, civil servants, local government officials, teachers, social workers and 
health personnel, and especially for children themselves.”

Concluding Observations of the Committee on the Rights of the Child: DENMARK 
4 February 2011

Us or the system?

You need to feel that they 
trust the students. You need 
to provide the students with 
more freedom to move, so we 
can experience that the school 
belongs to us and not to the 
system.

Laura, member of youth expert group

“
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Being a developed country does not necessarily bring child 
rights, child participation and child rights governance to the fore-
front. This became evident in the Concluding Observations of the 
Committee on the Rights of the Child: DENMARK in 2011, where 
the Committee was, “concerned at the low rates of awareness 
of the Convention, especially amongst children.” The Committee 
also noted, “that the curriculum for the training of persons work-
ing for and with children, including teachers, does not include the 
Convention.”

“Many adult decision makers also forget to ask the children 
and youth about their opinions, because they think they already 
know what is best for children and youth,” says Stine Lindberg, 
Head of Section for the involvement of children, the National 
Council for Children in Denmark.

This applies, for example, to the educational system. In recent 
years, Denmark has had a strong focus on upper secondary 
education. While the government target is that 95 per cent of 
all students exiting ninth and tenth grade, which is at about age 
16, must complete a youth education programme, the reality is 
that many students drop out of these upper secondary educa-
tion programmes. On average, only 89 per cent of  Danes young 
people finish an upper secondary education programme. In 
Copenhagen, the capital, the numbers are even bleaker, with only 
78 per cent completing a programme.

Invisible youth

While adult experts discuss the issue at conferences, issue 
reports and fill newspaper headlines, and a Youth Commission 

consisting of adult professionals has been established by the 
Copenhagen City Council, one group was never really visible in 
the debate – the youth themselves. 

Although the National Council for Children in Denmark does 
not implement its own projects, it does invite children and young 
people to voice their concerns. In 2010 the Council instituted 
an expert group of seven young people between 16-22 years of 
age who had experience with dropping out of upper secondary 
schools.

The group was invited to three evening meetings in the 
Council in the autumn of 2010 to share their personal expe-
riences with the youth educational system in Denmark. The 
Council helped pinpoint topics and facilitated the discussions 
using coloured paper and posters for statements and key words 
to be turned into recommendations aimed at parents, teachers, 
educational advisors, politicians and other authorities. 

Non-functioning student councils

Recommendations involved, for example, including children 
and youth in the governance of the educational institutions; 
developing a sustainable youth policy about, for and with youth; 
establishing a national youth commission consisting of youth that 
could act as advisers to the government; and the establishment 
of a mobile task force of youth to visit schools to create dialogue 
and awareness among students, teachers and administrators in 
the upper secondary education system.  

The young experts pointed out that children’s engagement in 
governance in the Danish school system is almost non-existent. 
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Even the mandatory school-based student councils rarely func-
tion in the upper secondary school system, which means that 
pupils cannot even influence their own school at local level.  

During a subsequent major national conference on the topic, 
the young people’s expert group shared its recommendations 
with many other young representatives from various second-
ary schools, representatives from the relevant ministries such as 
education, social affairs and integration, organisations, researchers 
and field-level practitioners. To explore new avenues, the Council 
chose to hold the conference in cooperation with the Danish 
Chamber of Commerce, a network of trade, IT, industry and ser-
vices, all of which are the main sectors that employ youth educa-
tion programme graduates.

A report with the recommendations from the expert group 
was distributed to conference participants and a film of the 
group presenting its recommendations was given to the Minister 
of Education and shown at the conference.

No real changes

In an evaluation carried out after the conference, the participa-
tion and presentation of the expert group was especially praised 
as being valuable. But more than a year later, when asked if the 
efforts had changed anything, staff from the National Children 
Council responded “not really.” 

None of the youth experts’ recommendations had thus far 
turned into reality, and in February 2011 the UN expressed 
concern about the low level of awareness on child rights in 
Denmark.

Some attempts are being made, for example, by the new 
Copenhagen Youth Commission, which is planning events for 
young Copenhageners. However, young Copenhageners are 
not members of the Commission. Recently, representatives 
from the National Council for Children participated in a kick-off 
conference on a large-scale local project focusing on preventing 
young men from dropping out of upper secondary education 
programmes. Two boys were invited to the conference, though 
at the last second and most likely only because the National 
Council for Children insisted. 

The lack of serious involvement of children in governance was 
also noted during a visit to Denmark in March 2012 when Marta 
Mauras, the Vice President of the UN Committee of the Rights 
of the Child and the rapporteur for Denmark was following up 
on last year’s critical concluding observations. According to the 
Danish newspaper metroXpress 22 March 2012, Marta Mauras 
had devoted a whole day to vulnerable children aged 13-17 
years.

“All the children I have met in Denmark have one thing in 
common: They do not feel that they are being heard by the 
adults. However, you cannot meet the requirements of the UN 
Convention of the Rights of the Child without involving the chil-
dren,” concluded the rapporteur. 

“Adult Danes are habitual thinkers, and they lack tools and 
resources to involve and engage children in the governance pro-
cesses. They may feel that it is very complicated and not really 
necessary,” says Stine Lindberg, Head of Section for the involve-
ment of children.

Interestingly, the Filipino government has already 
included children’s participation in their rules and 
regulations, while young people in Denmark are 
excluded from most government decision-making 
processes.
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What’s to be learned from this case?

How does this case demonstrate children’s engagement in governance? A group 
of children and young people were invited to voice their concerns about the up-
per secondary school system. At a national conference they shared their recom-
mendations with other young people, representatives from the relevant ministries, 
organisations, researchers and field-level practitioners. To explore new avenues the 
conference was held in cooperation with the Danish Chamber of Commerce. A 
report and a film were distributed at the conference. The film was also delivered 
to the Minister of Education.

What is the impact of the children’s engagement in governance? There is yet to be 
any impact. 

What are the lessons learned and recommendations? Being a developed country 
does not necessarily bring child rights, child participation and child rights govern-
ance to the forefront. Maybe on the contrary. Highly educated adult decision mak-
ers tend to forget to ask the children and youth about their opinions, because they 
think they already know what is best for children and youth. Danish civil society 
could profitably use some of the experiences gained from children’s engagement in 
governance in developing countries to initiate child rights governance in Denmark.
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A handful of boys proudly invite us inside. The room is miniscule, 
with space only for a desk and four chairs, but it belongs to the 
school’s child rights club. So for the boys, who are all members 
of the club’s committee, this is a real children’s sanctuary. There 
are girl committee members too, assert the boys, “but they are 
in class.” 

Child rights clubs are a part of the national educational system 
in Ethiopia. However, many clubs have been languishing due to a 
low level of awareness and lack of informational materials.

Then, Save the Children Denmark and its local partner or-
ganisation, GPSDO, introduced the project Promote Child Friendly 
Environment in Guraghe Zone, and matters began to change. With 
school-based issues as a point of departure, the children in 114 
Guraghe schools now deal with sanitation, disciplinary issues, 
supporting vulnerable children, abuse and exploitation of children 

“It is a lengthy procedure, though. We ask our school manage-
ment to write a letter, and then we go to the speaker of the 
Wolkite City Administration. We only get five minutes. Then, he 
forwards our concerns to government officials and politicians. 
They always say that they have no budgets, but we keep asking,” 
explains Fuad. 

I want to combat sexual harassment

About 30 kilometres west of Wolkite, Kulpidon, who is 15, 
starts out a bit hesitant. Being allowed to speak when you are so 
young and a girl is still a new sensation. She is a member of the 
local child parliament in arid Gibe Kebele, where age-old tradi-
tions have forced girls to remain quiet, and where female genital 
mutilation, sexual abuse of girls and the spread of HIV is part of 
being a girl. 

“In our community child marriages and early pregnancies are 
common. I heard about cases in my community, and I see that 
girls experience sexual harassment. I want to combat this,” ex-
plains Kulpidon. 

The child parliament members in Gibe Kebele help raise 
awareness among other children about their rights, and they 
act as watchdogs in their schools, “I speak on behalf of other 
girls, and I speak for myself. I report to the authorities if girls are 
harassed or abused, and I’ve learned to say no to sexual harass-
ment.”

The child parliament in Gibe was established by the Woreda 
Ministry of Women and Children’s Affairs office. Different com-
mittees in the parliament deal with different issues, and when the 
children agree, they report to the Kebele administration. If the 
Kebele administration is unable to resolve the issue, it reports to 
the Women, Children and Youth Affairs office in the Woreda.

You have to involve the children

Similar to the school child clubs that were more or less dor-
mant until the Promote Child Friendly Environment in Guraghe Zone 
arrived and provided capacity building and raised awareness, the 
obligatory Child Rights Committees at Kebele and Woreda were 
also essentially inactive. Thanks to capacity building, new life has 
been infused into these committees, which are now important 
partners for local communities in Guraghe. 

In the Adoshe Kebele Child Rights Committee, the members 
are considering how they can best protect their children. The 
committee has been involving children in their regular meetings, 
where children have the opportunity to raise key issues. As one 
of the members ponders, “If child rights are to be realised, you 

We will continue to do 
this for us

Girls, who used to be silenced, now talk 

publicly about taboo subjects such as sexual 

harassment; they have also learned to say 

“no.”

and general awareness on child rights, not to mention assess the 
child friendliness of their schools and communities. 

“We also initiated a child parliament, because we wanted to 
reach further and help more children. We got inspiration from a 
study visit to a school in our capital, Addis Ababa. We prepared 
a proposal for the town council, and they accepted it,” explains 
Fuad, who is the 17-year-old president of the Wolkite Child 
Parliament.

The parliament is to act as a link from the local level to the 
middle tier in the decentralised local administration, the Woreda. 
Still very new, the child parliament in the town of Wolkite has al-
ready raised issues like the establishment of safe playgrounds and 
enhanced child participation in decision-making processes. 
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have to involve children. They know their needs. We cannot un-
derstand when a workload is too much for a child.”

Much of this understanding and awareness has been created 
during Community Conversations, which are meetings where 
communities identify and analyse their concerns and priori-
ties, mobilise resources and address issues. Through dialogue 
and by the help of facilitators from the project, Community 
Conversation empowers children and adults alike to think about 
their behaviours, values and practices. 

Normally, the Adoshe Kebele Child Rights Committee mem-
bers also participate in the Community Conversations to help 
forward reports to the police. They bring in health professionals 
who tell about e.g. the dangers of female genital mutilation. They 
also make people understand that by educating their children in-
stead of sending them into child labour in Addis Ababa, they help 
produce responsible and productive citizens.

This also applies to the Adoshe Kebele Child Rights 
Committee, which acts as a link between the villages, the Kebele 
and the Woreda. “We have a council at Kebele level, where three 
children are represented, and together with adults in Adoshe 
Kebele, identify important issues. This council raises issues to-
wards the Children’s Council in our Woreda. The system is new, 
but over time, matters raised by children may lead to new child-
friendly legislation,” explain the committee members.

At the risk of social exclusion 

In Yesesaye Kebele the members of Community Conversation 
have also taken measures to protect their children. Situated on 

a plateau far away from the town of Wolkite, with a road barely 
discernible and with donkeys or legs as the only means of trans-
port, this community has decided not to wait for new legislation 
or for the Woreda administration to take action. 

“When a baby is born, we go and check if it is a girl or a boy. 
If it is a girl, we talk to the parents about female genital mutila-
tion, and we have decided to punish the father if he carries out 
this practice anyway,” explains one of the community members. 
The punishment consists of exclusion from important social 
structures like the Iddir, a common autonomous and voluntary 
indigenous association that assists families in burying their dead 
and taking care of orphaned children.

This community has also constructed a wooden bridge over 
a small ravine, because the children were afraid of walking on 
the old log that used to pass as a bridge. The community is now 
approaching the Woreda administration to get support for a pre-
school, a cement bridge and a grinding mill.

While many female elders are present during the Community 
Conversation, they almost all remain in their own circle at the 
far end of the traditional round house where the meeting takes 
place, making the fact that some of the young girls are among 
the men all the more striking. These girls attentively follow each 
word and gladly raise their voices at any given opportunity. 
Changes are certainly happening. 

“Previously we left all problems to the government or to our 
children, who we used to send to work in Addis Ababa to gener-
ate income and supplement the family budget. Now we know 
that we can solve problems on our own. We will continue to do 
this for us,” says a Community Conversation participant.

Guraghe communities have contributed to pre-
schools and subsequently put pressure on the gov-
ernment to pay for and establish primary schools.
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Special care to vulnerable families

Community members also have begun taking exceptional care 
of the especially vulnerable members of the community. When a 
fire burned Ababu’s house to the ground, he nearly committed 
suicide, but co-villagers provided timber and constructed a new 
house for the poor man, his wife and three young boys.  

And while Zereachi struggled to make ends meet with four 
children, a mentally ill husband and a very small plot of land 
growing only false bananas, a traditional crop that does not yield 
bananas but a starchy, edible root, three goats donated by the 
community provided new hope for the family. 

The same applies to Alemneh, who was given away as bonded 
labour when his father could not pay back a loan he needed to 
build a house to replace the old one that was falling apart. Only 
13 years of age, the boy was rescued by the community, which 
paid back the loan and helped the family construct the house.

No drop-out any longer

In Cheha Woreda, in the middle of nowhere, a somewhat 
rickety school made of timber and red soil appears. Situated on 
a huge, dry, sandy patch of land, Sesenamatye School is the very 
first in this area. 

Wondimu is director of the new school and he has received a 
government award for his huge commitment to having a school 
built in this area. “The children wished for a preschool, and when 
the preschool was built by contributions from the community, we 
used this proof of our keen interest in education to put pressure 
on the government. Finally, after four years, they gave in and pro-
vided us with this school,” says Wondimu.

In Cheha Woreda, the community 
has convinced the government to 
provide a school for the children 
in the area.

The pre-schools in Guraghe are not luxurious, but 
they provide the youngest children with a safe 
place to learn instead of being idle alone at home.

The pre-school in Cheha Woreda is in dire need of 
repair. Maybe the government will finance this?
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Nine-year-old Mulugeta Deju, who is the leader of the schools’ 
child club, explains, “We used to walk for one hour to go to 
school, and many children dropped out. When children are ab-
sent, our club now fetches them at their homes. Parents want 
them to work, so they don’t like them to leave. We don’t want 
to put pressure on the children, so we talk with their parents. For 
the last three years no one has dropped out of school.” 

Each member of the school child club committee contributes 
a small amount every month. When the children have enough 
money, they buy ballpoint pens and sell them at a profit. “With 
this income we can buy exercise books and pens for poor chil-
dren. We also brought coffee from home, which we sold, so we 
could buy three reference books,” explains the young club leader.

The children have also planted bushes and flowers fetched 
from their own gardens behind neat, blue-painted fences all over 
the compound. Normally, a half hour before school starts in the 
morning, the club members meet in a circle in their own, small 
open spot with homemade benches on a wide field. “In that way 
our schooling is not disturbed,” explains one of the club mem-
bers.

Proud of preschool

On a hilltop, members of a community called Kosed Kebele 
are also more than happy to display their preschool and new 
water point, both of which have been constructed solely using 
community members’ own contributions in terms of timber and 
labour, while the Catholic Church provided cement and tubes for 
the water point. Today children and women do not have to walk 
for hours with heavy jugs of water, and younger children learn 
instead of being idle and alone at home while their parents are 
working.

“We took the decisions during Community Conversations. 
Children decided what was most important. We also decided 

that we will pay for the preschool teacher, even if it is difficult,” 
says community leader and Community Conversation facilitator 
Worku Asfaw. 

The community is now pushing the local government for 
electricity. As it is, homework is done in near darkness, only lit 
by flammable kerosene lamps. “And we have requested that the 
Woreda administration provide our preschool teachers with 
training. Although the government officials say they have no 
budgets, we keep on asking. But at least we do get chalk from 
the government school,” adds Worku Asfaw.

However, for the children the most immense changes may 
be that their voices are finally being heard. Simultaneously with 
being heard and provided with new life skills, the children experi-
ence that their confidence and personal commitments increase. 
“Traditionally, children could not speak out. Before, we did not 
even eat with our children, and they had to leave the house if 
visitors came. Gradually people realise that children raise critical 
issues concerning everyone,” says Community Conversation fa-
cilitator Adonech Sema. 

Children can ask the government

At Abeshege Woreda you easily sense that it is not a lie when 
the Woreda excuses its lack of intervention with the absence of 
budgets. In a backyard, a tiny cell with a blue door sagging on the 
hinges houses the Abeshege Woreda Child Rights Committee, 
which is also the link between the Kebeles and the Zone. 

“Schools and Kebeles may report here, and anyone can call 
on us. This also includes the child parliament. If a Kebele needs 
something they feel is beyond their capacity, they can bring their 
proposal here, and we select what can be done at local level and 
which we have to fund. Unfortunately, we have a very limited 
budget. Every year we request a larger budget from the Zone. 
We also look for funding options with NGOs,” says Seife, head of 

Facts about the project

Promote Child Friendly Environment in Guraghe Zone is being implemented by Save the Children Denmark’s partner organi-
sation Guraghe People’s Self-help Development Organisation, GPSDO. 

With a special focus on especially vulnerable children aged 12-17, the project aims at enabling children to play an active 
and meaningful role in their own development and in the development of their communities by applying their acquired 
knowledge and skills for meaningful participation in decisions impacting their lives at family, school, Kebele, Woreda and 
Zone levels in Guraghe, 150 kilometres southwest of Addis Ababa. The project also wants to create a child-friendly envi-
ronment supported by key stakeholders and duty bearers at all levels. 

Outcomes and review of lessons learnt from a previous child rights project and a child-friendly assessment helped shape 
the project. A Child Friendly Community Assessment Committee consisting of representatives from communities, civil 
society, NGOs, local government and members of Kebele Child Rights Committees carried out the assessment, which 
included a thorough mapping of problems and opportunities seen from the perspectives of child and adult stakeholders.  
Almost 50,000 children are active in the project, while more than 82,000 vulnerable children benefit.
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Women, Children and Youth Affairs and chairperson of the Child 
Rights Committee.

Children’s issues are also raised at the Woreda Council meet-
ings. While the sector offices are not permitted to pose ques-
tions, the children are represented in the council, and they have 
the right to ask and review Woreda activities. As a result of the 
children’s recommendations it was decided that every Kebele 
should facilitate playgrounds and libraries. 

Children get the help from elders

The project is also digging into the century-old Yejoka, a 
council of elders elected by the Guraghe communities in each 
Woreda. The Yejoka are responsible for the development and 
implementation of the Kitcha law, a customary law acting as a 
supplement to national laws and legislation. 

“The Kitcha works much faster than government laws. When 
the government introduces policies and strategies, we implement 
immediately at local level. The Kitcha is a very important psycho-
social tool in Guraghe. If a person does something wrong, we in-
vestigate and find a solution, and when people gradually learned 
about child rights via media and the government, it felt natural 
to mainstream child rights into the Kitcha law,” 
explains Yejoka secretary Seifu Woldie, Abeshege 
Woreda.

According to Seifu Woldie, the inclusion of child 
rights in Kitcha law has led to increased conscious-
ness among the people in Guraghe. Subsequently it 
has helped decrease trafficking and lessen migration 
for child labour; led to fewer early marriages; and 
also reduced the school drop-out rate among girls. 
In addition, more girls avoid circumcision and paying 
a dowry, while the abuse and exploitation of chil-
dren in Guraghe is also becoming rarer.

Facts about Ethiopia’s three-tiered 
local government administration

Ethiopia’s lowest local level administrative unit is the 
Kebele. The Kebele administration has a representa-
tive council called the Kebele Council and an execu-
tive body, the Kebele Administrative Council.  

The Woredas are established by all regional states 
and cover a geographical area in which approximately 
100,000 or more people reside. Comprised of elected 
officials, the Woreda Council acts as the executive or-
gan of the Woreda administration.  

The top tier Zone administration is not an autono-
mous institution, but rather a branch of the regional 
governments. The most important function of the 
Zone is liaising between the Woredas and the regional 
administration. It also coordinates the work of the 
Woredas and provides them with technical assistance. 

Kosed Kebele’s girls now have a 
much easier life, because a new water 
point saves them from hours of 
walking with heavy jerry cans.

Community facilitators and other adults 

fight for child rights governance alongside 

with children in Ethiopia.
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What’s to be learned from this case?

How does this case demonstrate children’s engagement in governance? Children 
organised in child rights clubs in 114 Guraghe schools are directly engaged in deci-
sion-making processes at school level. The child clubs in some areas have initiated 
child parliaments in order to reach more children and create links from the local 
level to higher tiers in the decentralised local administration. Children also engage 
in Community Conversations, a platform where the children can voice their needs 
and engage adults in supporting them. Often, the local Child Rights Committee 
participates in these conversations, and some Child Rights Committees have begun 
to include child representatives.

What is the impact of the children’s engagement in governance? Having children, 
and especially girls, raise their voices is still a very new feature in Guraghe. Today 
girls are active in clubs, child parliaments and Community Conversations, where 
they take up taboo issues like child marriages, early pregnancies and sexual harass-
ment. In some communities the children have convinced adult community mem-
bers that they needed e.g. a bridge, water points and preschools. Initial gains have 
made them want to improve their own communities even further by placing more 
demands on the authorities. In one community children and their headmaster have 
managed to advocate that the authorities establish a primary school.

What are the lessons learned and recommendations? Using Community 
Conversations as a part of child rights projects is fairly innovative, but has proven 
to be extremely efficient. During these meetings, communities identify and analyse 
their concerns and priorities, mobilise resources, and address issues. Through dia-
logue and by the help of facilitators from the project, Community Conversation 
empowers children and adults alike to think about their behaviours, values and 
practices. In a conservative area like Guraghe, where children traditionally are ex-
pected to remain quiet, a gradual inclusion of the entire community in child rights 
activities may lead to meaningful and ethical child participation in governance.
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If you want to read more about Child Rights Governance,  
please visit the Resource Centre:  
http://resourcecentre.savethechildren.se 
where you can find and upload materials. 


