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Executive Summary 

Various forms of violence against children are part of specific economic, social and cultural contexts. Many countries in West and Central Africa suffer from poverty, war, illnesses and increasing urbanization which together tend to increase violence against children. 
In 2002 the Committee for the Rights of the Child asked the Secretary-General of the United Nations to conduct an in-depth global study on violence against children, in order to have a better understanding of the magnitude and the complexity of the problems, and to identify strategies enabling the emergence of a protective environment for children.
This document provides an overview of situations of violence against children in West and Central Africa and represents the contribution of our region to the United Nations’ Study.  

The four major topics covered in this document are domestic violence, community violence, violence in institutions and violence at work. 

I. Domestic Violence
Legislation regarding the protection of children from corporal punishment within the family is limited and few countries in the region have clear laws on this phenomenon. This attitude is primarily motivated by the conviction that it is acceptable to punish children “with proper judgement”. Corporal punishment is part of values passed on as accepted norms for bringing up children and is considered “normal” in the collective consciousness.

There are many accounts of children, mainly young girls, who are victims of sexual violence in the family circle. It is difficult to estimate the magnitude of sexual violence against children within the family.  According to the World Health Organization
, “sexual abuse of children is a silent and pressing health situation. It goes unnoticed, is under-notified and poorly dealt with. It is surrounded by a culture of silence and opprobrium, particularly when it is committed in the refuge of the home by someone that the child knows and trusts.”
Psychological violence against children is all the more difficult to identify since the consequences can be either immediate or latent, and may last for years after the first manifestations of violence; it varies considerably depending upon the context and the child’s age.
Violence against children within the family is poorly documented and it is therefore difficult to know its causes and extent. Measures aimed at increasing awareness and informing families of the harmful effects of corporal punishment are inadequate and mechanisms to prevent and fight sexual violence within families are often limited. 

II.  Community violence

Each community in West and Central Africa has its own practices and customs belonging to a system of values and the socialization process of children. The problem is that some practices such as female genital cutting and early marriage are in contradiction with the Convention on the Rights of the Child.

· Female genital cutting

Female genital cutting is an infringement of the physical integrity of the young girl’s body and has harmful effects on her physical and mental health. Results of the Population and Health Surveys conducted over the past years in Guinea, Mali and Mauritania show a very high prevalence rate of female genital cutting of between 71% and 99%. 
In most countries, female genital cutting takes place before adulthood but increasingly girls are excised before the age of 4.  Much effort has been made in several countries in the region in order to ban this practice.  The debate has thus given way to a genuine campaign of awareness, persuasion and explanation with the aim of exposing the different populations to the dangers that female genital cutting represents.

· Early marriage

Early marriage is widely accepted for traditional reasons and is a serious threat to the well-being of children. One of the important reasons generally given by parents to justify the early marriage of their daughter is that it is a way to protect her virginity. In some cases, early marriage is also used as an economic survival strategy for poor families who receive a dowry in exchange for their daughter. 

Many girls who are married early plunge into distress and find themselves in a situation where they are unable to develop their own personality. Their lack of decision-making power in terms of contraception often results in early pregnancy which can have serious physical consequences. Indeed, adolescents of between 15 and 19 years of age are twice as likely to die when giving birth than women of over 20. The risk is 5 times as high for girls under the age of 15. 

It is necessary to have laws for cracking down on this practice but this is not sufficient when early marriage takes place in a traditional framework where it is difficult to sue offenders (parents, those who officiate or husbands).  Also, the situation is made more complicated by the low rate of births actually registered.  

· Child sorcerers and mystical beliefs 

The phenomenon of children known as “sorcerers” exists in various forms, more particularly in Benin, Gabon, Nigeria, Liberia, Cameroon and the Democratic Republic of Congo. These sorcerer children, considered as having evil powers, are often made responsible for the local population’s misfortunes. They are driven out from their families, marginalized by society or placed in rehabilitation centres, and are frequently victims of abuse, or even torture, sometimes leading to death.

In Benin, some children bear a “negative charge” from birth with regard to the way they are born. These children are known as “sorcerers” and the dignitaries of tradition reserve the right to commit infanticide.
Actions conducted over the past few years by governments, agencies and associations in the fight against harmful traditional practices have highlighted the importance of measures aimed at assisting communities in behaviour change. Thus, on the basis of a better understanding of the practices and their harmful effects for children, debates with all community members and an approach based on human rights, several villages in Senegal and Guinea have made public declarations for abandoning harmful traditional practices. 
· Stigmatisation of children with HIV/Aids 

Thousands of children have become vulnerable with the HIV/Aids pandemic. These include: (i) orphans, (ii) children with a sick parent (iii) children living in poor households looking after orphans, and (iv) children who are themselves HIV positive. 

These children suffer from great psychological distress made worse by the stigmatisation and discrimination which result in exclusion from the community, from school and healthcare, etc. Their living conditions are extremely difficult. With no income or protection, they are open to the risk of economic or sexual exploitation or of turning to prostitution and delinquency. 

Efforts are being made to avoid the stigmatisation and rejection of children affected by HIV/Aids but they are as yet inadequate.  Access to information for both adults and young people is too often limited and not sufficiently targeted. 
· The culture of violence in post-conflict countries 

War has a lasting effect on the psychological and social life of children and adults and on mechanisms of solidarity. During armed conflicts, children and adults are indoctrinated in a culture of violence and experience immense difficulty later in adapting to the values of peace as they are “desensitised” to violence. 

Involving children in the Truth and Reconciliation programme set up in Sierra Leone has played an important role in the reconstruction process  enabling to establish the facts on the one hand and to assuage children’s trauma out on the other. 

However, in most post-conflict countries in the region, documentation is lacking on the impact of these armed conflicts on men/women, parents/children relationships as well as relationships in refugee families. 

III.  Violence in institutions

· Violence in schools

Violence inflicted on children is widespread whether in public or private, formal or non-formal schools. Although the majority of West and Central African countries forbid the use of corporal punishment in schools by law, it must be admitted that the legislation is not applied.

Today as yesterday, views on the educational virtues of corporal punishment are echoed at school. All pupils questioned on the issue of “violence at school” say they have been, at least once in their school life, witness to physical violence towards one of their schoolmates or victims of violence themselves. 

Girls are also exposed to sexual violence from teachers and/or classmates. Several studies carried out in West and Central Africa on violence in schools illustrate this worrying phenomenon, where sexual harassment takes the shape of blackmail on marks and as such a threat of failure. 

Very few countries have set up mechanisms to prevent and protect pupils from violence. However, there is growing awareness of the phenomenon of school violence and some countries are starting to set up surveillance committees and listening centres in schools.  

Also some countries like Ghana have set up mechanisms enabling sanctions to be applied to teachers committing sexual violence against their pupils. But a lot still remains to be done in the region to protect children from violence at school and to enable them denounce, without risk to their safety, these acts which are in contradiction with the Convention on the Rights of the Child.  

In addition, the urbanisation and impoverishment of African families is accompanied by a perversion of Koranic teaching. Indeed, some Koranic teachers are turning a legitimate process of religious education into a phenomenon of economic exploitation of children.  

· Violence against children in conflict with the law

Children in conflict with the law are often victims of various forms of violence whether at the time of arrest or during their imprisonment where they usually find themselves with adults. These children are rarely protected and prisons are violent places where their rights are particularly flouted. Whatever he might have done, the child has rights.

In the countries making up the region, there are insufficient courts and judges for children and these are often concentrated in the large towns. Also, very few countries have set up alternative measures for detaining minors, which recognize the diversity and specificities of their needs.  

IV.  Violence at work 

The supply of child labour has been growing over the past two decades along with the increasing impoverishment of families and the incapacity of the education system to retain children. According to the International Labour Organisation, around 48 million children ranging from 5 to 14 have an economic activity in Africa, i.e. 29% of the child population. 

· Economic and sexual exploitation of child workers

The relationship between child trafficking and child labour as well as sexual exploitation for commercial purposes is well established: children are often displaced in order to exploit their workforce, especially as domestic help and for non-regulated industrial activities, building sites and sexual exploitation for commercial purposes. 

With child trafficking, violence against children takes place on three levels : (i) when the child is taken away from his family setting, (ii) during transfer process and (iii) exploitation of the child through work, including sexual exploitation. Children are generally forced to carry out dangerous work which may entail death or irreversible physical damage. 
In fact, the point is not to fight violence connected to child trafficking but to fight against   child trafficking itself. At the regional level, much effort is being made in partnership with the governments, agencies and associations in order to better document this phenomenon and fight against its existence. The large increase in the number of bilateral agreements and the development of village surveillance committees also reflect a stronger commitment by States and communities. 

· Domestic work

Domestic work by children is often not recognized as a form of work because it is confused with traditional systems of “initiation to life and to work” and takes place at home.   

Children, mainly girls, working behind the closed doors of private houses are particularly exposed to acts of violence as the latter are perpetrated without the knowledge of the outside world. The working conditions and the violence suffered by these child workers are often terrifying, putting their health and their physical and psychological safety in danger. 

For children subjected to one of the worst forms of work and/or not of the minimum working age, the final solution must be to “exit”. But pending the possibility of removing them safely, it is important to provide them with sufficient support by setting up a protection strategy consistent with the rights of children. Children who are of minimum working age and who are working in conditions which are neither dangerous nor similar to one of the worst forms of work, have rights guaranteed by the Convention of the Rights of the Child. 

In this perspective, the Mouvement Africain des Enfants et Jeunes Travailleurs (MAEJT) (African Movement for Children and Young Workers) has identified 12 rights in the framework of child labor. Their actions are essentially based on listening to children in specially planned structures which are in their usual environment. 
· Everyday violence against street children

The daily life of street children is often the same all around the world: children left to fend for themselves, children from country or town backgrounds come to swell the shanty towns of cities; deprived of everything, even of civil status, earning their right to exist at the price of begging, stealing and prostitution, escaping from their hopeless daily life with drugs. Even their most basic rights are flouted. 

It is difficult to put a figure on the number of street children. The lack of reliable and precise data comes in part from the difficulty in determining how to actually define a street child. In West and Central Africa, the number of these children seems to be increasing regularly due to a combination of factors such as the impoverishment of families, rapid urbanisation, migration linked to conflict, increase in the number of orphans resulting from HIV/Aids or rural depopulation. 

There is not just one alternative to help children leave the street; there are as many as there are personal stories. Educational and psychosocial components must be taken into account in 

Conclusion 

Multiple actions have been conducted over the past few years in West and Central Africa in order to create a protective environment in conformity with the Convention on the Rights of the Child. Input from governments, agencies and associations have been constant.  

Community and child participation increasingly constitutes one of the major pillars of prevention and protection strategies. But changes cannot take place overnight and violence against children also reflects the absence of a reference framework on human rights. 
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Introduction

In 2005, thousands of children are still the victims of various forms of violence that are part of specific economic, social and cultural contexts.  The physical, sexual and psychological aggression that children are subjected to in the family, community and institutional environment has serious repercussions on their development, health and learning capacity. Furthermore, it is a breach of the Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

The Committee for the Rights of the Child, aware of the extent of the problem and the devastating effects of this scourge on children’s lives, devoted two days to general discussion on the topic of violence against children.  In 2000 State violence against children was discussed and in 2001 violence against children within the family and at school. Further to these debates, the United Nations Secretary General received the mandate for conducting a comprehensive and in-depth study on violence against children. 

In 2002, the Commission for Human Rights proposed that the Secretary General designate an independent expert to conduct the study, in collaboration with the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the World Health Organization (WHO). In February 2003, Professor Paulo Sergio Pinheiro was appointed to direct the study on violence against children.  

The word “violence” has strong connotations in ideological terms and its meaning is constantly changing.  It covers a wide range of problems that must be put into context in order to better grasp their structure. For Professor Pinheiro, the definition of violence is wide-ranging, and includes the definition given in article 19 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child: “States Parties shall take all appropriate legislative, administrative, social and educational measures to protect the child from all forms of physical or mental violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or exploitation, including sexual abuse, while in the care of parent(s), legal guardian(s) or any other person who has the care of the child” and that of the World Health Organization
 which defines violence as “the intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or actual, against oneself, another person, or against a group or community, that either results in or has a high likelihood of resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, maldevelopment or deprivation”. 

Also, according to the first article of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the child is defined as “every human being below the age of eighteen years unless under the law applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier”.

Violence is a combination of several factors, often inter-correlated, which lead to a deviation in behavior.  Many countries in West and Central Africa suffer from poverty, war, illness and increasing urbanization. Accelerated urbanization is one of the most significant aspects of the socio-economic changes to have taken place in most African countries during the last three decades. Rapid urbanization raises many problems which can affect the level of child protection such as: the inability of basic social services to keep up with the pressure of population growth; the development of shanty towns and temporary housing areas; the erosion of family and community support networks; the large increase in the number of situations of vulnerability, etc. 

Poverty is also considered a determining factor in violence insofar as it prompts families to adopt survival strategies that result in underscoring the vulnerability of children and marginalizing their access to basic social services, in particular health and education. Out of the 24 countries making up the region, 16 rank amongst the world’s least developed countries and 21 amongst low-income countries; half the population in the region is living below the poverty line. 

Some forms of violence develop all the more easily in a context of illiteracy. In the year 2000 in West and Central Africa, an average of only two women out of five (41%) could read and write, compared to almost two out of three men (62.7%). Sahelian countries in the region register the lowest literacy rates, with averages of 19.5% for women and 41% for men, whilst Central African countries have higher rates, with averages of 54% for women and 71.6% for men. This contributes to the emergence of high-risk situations, making access to information even more uncertain and often limits the impact of protection measures already adopted, due to a lack of knowledge of their existence. 

In addition, the educational situation in the region is characterized by low enrolment rates, significant gender disparities and high dropout rates at primary school level. The gross enrolment rate (GER) in sub-Saharan African countries varied between 29% in Niger and 131% in Cape Verde in the year 2000, with a regional average of 81.2%. This is the lowest regional average in the world. Out of the 115 million out-of-school school-age children worldwide, 42 million (i.e. 36%) live in sub-Saharan Africa. Less than two-thirds of all children enrolled will complete primary education and, amongst those, less than half will be able to master the knowledge contained in the curriculum. 
All these factors act as a catalyst for violence against children. Violent practices toward children, largely connected to social situations instituted by groups or individuals, also exist in the region. 

The objective of this report is to provide a global view of violence against children in West and Central Africa and to make recommendations for fighting the different forms of violence. It aims to complement the regional consultation process to take place in Bamako, Mali from May 24th to 25th 2005 and to provide the discussion tools for the monitoring of actions to be developed for child protection.

The examination of the situation of violence against children is based mainly on the analysis of existing documentation, the questionnaires sent by the independent expert to governments and on the interviews carried out with specialists working on these issues (United Nations agencies, NGOs, judges for minors, psychologists, etc.) Special attention has been given to the participation of children in the fight against the violence to which they are subjected.

In the report, violence against children in West and Central Africa will be tackled in four major chapters: violence within the family (chapter 1), community violence, which is mainly connected to violent practices to do with social contexts in some African societies (chapter 2); violence in schools and institutions (chapter 3) and violence at work (chapter 4).

Some violence against children reflects male/female social relationships and gender disparities. It is often an expression of women’s status in society, which is also manifested in discrimination in access to social services overall. The gender approach will therefore be covered transversely in each chapter. 

Chapter 1

Domestic Violence 

The family is the very first circle of protection for the child who has a central place therein. It is still considered very positive to have many descendants, as children are seen as a source of blessing for the family ancestry, a factor of positive recognition for the mother, of material wealth and an insurance for the parents’ old age. In West and Central Africa, the structure and size of families vary.  It ranges from the extended family made up of all marital units to the nuclear western-style family and includes the “extended elementary family” in towns, made up of a nuclear families combined with other individuals or other related nuclear families integrated into a social and spatial “residential system”, characterized by interdependency and complementarities based on mutual assistance and redistribution. 

The family concession, be it a country courtyard or city square, is often characterized by crowding, intermingling of relations and financial difficulties, which may constitute another “social space” where violence is expressed, sometimes latent, sometimes explicit and often trivialized. But it is also a play area, and an area of solidarity and protection for children.   

In West and Central Africa, domestic violence against children, as elsewhere, but it remains hidden. The forms of these acts of violence are multiple and polymorphous: they vary according to the context and the position of each family member.  Indeed, children do not always have the same position and the same role within the family and some may be more vulnerable than others. Handicapped children often live in particularly difficult conditions. They represent a heavy burden for their parents and are often seen as the consequence of a curse. In this case they suffer from tacit or open neglect, or even violence that is accepted and sometimes encouraged by the family.    

Although some acts are violent, they are not always considered as such by all. The dialectic of children/parents/society cannot be simplified as each component interacts. 

There are no single causes for violence. There are several cultural, economic, social, geographical and political factors that determine the different forms of violence in the family (physical, sexual and psychological). Unfortunately, studies that would enable a better understanding of the causes, effects and scale of the phenomenon are lacking.    

I 
Physical violence  

Legislation regarding the protection of children from corporal punishment within the family is limited and vague in the majority of West and Central African countries. The different laws (Penal Code, Family Code and Constitution, etc.) punish parental abuse and neglect without necessarily defining the notion of abuse. 

Several countries in the region (Central African Republic, Democratic Republic of Congo, Equatorial Guinea, the Gambia, Mali, Nigeria and Senegal) acknowledge the right of parents or people in charge of the child, to give the child a “beating”. The distinction between beating the child and violence is very artificial and subjective.  Few countries have clear laws on the question of corporal punishment in the family. This attitude is primarily motivated by the conviction that it is acceptable to punish children “with proper judgment”. However, it is essential to bear in mind that the Committee for the rights of the child considers unambiguously that corporal punishment is “incompatible” with the Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

Physical violence can affect all families. It is not a question of poverty, even if this can be an additional factor for violence within the family.  Corporal punishment is part of a system of values passed on as accepted norms for bringing up children, in societies where difficult living conditions oblige everyone, big or small, to contribute as efficiently as possible to everyday life and its many chores. Thus, it is part of a normal upbringing process with the reasons given by the parents varying from one society to another. For example, it is symptomatic that in Wolof, the word “yar” means both educate and whip whereas in the Gambia, this practice is justified by the biblical phrase: “Spare the rod and spoil the child”. 
However, it is wise to avoid hasty judgment as to the reasons for violence as it is essential to put the problems into context and take into account the group dynamics of those involved. The family portrait that could be drawn up can change according to the characteristics of each socio-cultural group and of each family.  This can have an impact on approaches and actions to be developed in order to fight violence. 

By way of example, comparative analysis between two very different childhoods within a huge society, that is to say the Hausa-speaking populations in northern Nigeria, show that the non-Muslim Maguzawa are against their children being beaten whereas the Muslim Hausa tolerate corporal punishment both in the family and in Koranic schools. The arguments put forward give both economic and political reasons for rejecting corporal punishment, while indicating at the same time that in the eyes of the Muslim urban society, the threat of such punishment is essential for bringing up young people by setting the necessary level of discipline and self-control. To summarize, “the culture of corporal punishment results from specific cultural conditions and there are considerable variations in the severity and frequency of the corporal punishment inflicted on children, and also according to the person who is carrying it out” 
.

When corporal punishment is considered “normal” in the collective consciousness, children who are victims of violence from a member of their family are not even conscious of the fact that this is reprehensible. This form of violence is then considered as a normal mode of socialization within some families.

For example, in a recent study carried out in Mauritania on violence against children
, adults considered that “physical violence is a part of education and necessary in order for the child to understand his mistakes, apprehend social and moral values and learn to respect his elders. Usually, it is used for gross misconduct such as insubordination, disrespect for elders and delinquency, etc.” 

During a national survey carried out in Togo on 2700 households, children aged between 10 to 17 were asked some questions about violence they had been, or were still, subjected to
. Corporal punishment was commonplace for almost all children. Out of the 1613 children questioned, only 5% declared that they had never been beaten. No more precise data is available on the nature of the corporal punishments, which would require a more detailed and targeted survey, but the answers to the question make it clear that all adults consider it legitimate to beat a child, and general use of the practice reinforces their belief that they are within their rights. Five categories of perpetrators of physical violence against children were defined: the father, the mother, other relatives, other educators (teachers, tutors, apprenticeship supervisor and employers) and, finally, other individuals. Children who had been beaten during the last month named, in descending order: “other educators” (39%), their father (22%), their mother (18%), another unrelated person (12%) and another relative (9%).  If biological parents are put in a single category, it can be seen that they deal out the same quantity of punishment as “other educators”. 

In Africa, family violence relates to pronounced hierarchical relationships where brothers can use violence on sisters, elder siblings on younger siblings, and the father on all. Violence on children behind the closed doors of the family home is even more intense as the children do not generally have the right to speak out and are entirely subject to the authority of their elders. 

As for the family structure, children find themselves in varying emotional relationships depending upon their gender, rank amongst siblings, age and status. This can place them in different situations of violence. They are generally more vulnerable to violence when they are left in care, conceived outside of marriage, from inter-ethnic or polygamous marriages or orphans, etc.  In addition, taking into account the different positions granted to men and women in society and the domestic violence inflicted on women in Africa, it is possible that young girls may be more affected by violence within the family. However, very few studies enable confirmation of this. 

II
Abuse and sexual violence within the family

In West and Central Africa, as elsewhere, it is extremely difficult to talk about sexual violence within the family, especially in cases of incest. However, there are many accounts of children, mainly young girls, who are victims of sexual violence within the family circle.   

Some more general studies conducted within the framework of the phenomenon of sexual exploitation of children reveal that the home environment can be a source of sexual violence. Families do not always represent a reference framework and a secure place for children. Many cases of abuse and sexual violence are perpetrated by family members.  Although incest is not new in Africa, it would seem that some recognition of the phenomenon is emerging within the different societies, even if this crime is still surrounded by taboo and silence. In Benin, a study carried out in 2002 on 1688 pupils including 916 girls, revealed that in 31.4% of all cases the person responsible for the aggression was from within the family. Male and female cousins were involved in 47.7% of the acts of aggression, uncles and aunts in 43%, father and brother in 2.4%, tutors in 2.3% and step-parents in 4.6%. 

In Cameroon, analysis of 413 records from the State services mentioning the nature of the offense, brought to light the fact that in a large majority of cases, sexual abuse was perpetrated by relatives or friends: uncles, in-laws and family friends. Abuse by the father appeared ten times on 56 records and the brother twice. Perpetrators use cunning, flattery, and kindness; attempt to corrupt with money or harsher methods such as blackmail in order to obtain the victim’s consent.  When the victim refuses, they invariably employ the use of physical force.  After the act, psychological violence is used to prevent the victim from talking.   

Although unanimously condemned, sexual violence within the family remains secret and is hidden by the victims who are afraid or have no possibility for lodging a complaint. Cases of incest are very rarely brought to justice. The victim’s refusal to denounce it is usually based on the idea that sexual abuse is something to be ashamed of and brings dishonor on the family, often resulting in exile or forced marriage with the aggressor. Silence on the part of witnesses can also be explained by the family and society’s condemnation of these acts, which is expressed in terms of rejection, victimization and stigmatization. 

It is difficult to estimate the extent of sexual violence against children within the family.  According to the World Health Organization
, “sexual abuse of children is a silent and pressing health situation. It goes unnoticed, is under-notified and badly taken care of. It is surrounded by a culture of silence and opprobrium, particularly when it is committed in the refuge of the home by someone that the child knows and trusts.” 

In addition, in some countries such as Liberia, Côte d’Ivoire and Cameroon, children are not authorized to speak during judiciary proceedings and so to recount the acts of sexual exploitation they are subjected to.  It is the parents or tutors who lodge a complaint and children’s declarations are not considered as evidence in the eyes of the law. This represents an additional obstacle for the child victim who knows that he/she will not be heard.     

It is also important to note that incest is practiced in some countries and in particular in the Democratic Republic of Congo, for mystical reasons. Indeed, in some well-off circles, fetishists convince the fathers that they must have sexual relations with their daughters in order to maintain high-level positions or to obtain material prosperity
.

Most of the time, national legislation does not take into consideration practices such as incest, sexual exploitation of children for commercial purposes and child pornography. The legal system is therefore usually revealed to be ineffective for child protection, in a cultural and social context where referring a matter to court by people under its jurisdiction is still badly perceived. Very often, families prefer to seek solutions out of court, either intra-community or intra-family. 

The absence of information and research/surveys on sexual violence within the family reduces the possibility for action.  The resources set up to fight this phenomenon are very limited and small-scale, in a way reinforcing the taboo around this issue. 

III 
Psychological violence  

Psychological violence is very difficult to define. According to the World Health Organization, psychological violence corresponds to the “fact of not ensuring a suitable and positive environment, and committing acts which are harmful to the emotional health and development of the child. These acts include the fact of limiting a child’s movements, denigration, mocking the child, threats of intimidation, discrimination, rejection and other non-physical forms of hostile treatment”. Such violence can take on a less obvious character when manifested in the form of neglect or moral and psychological aggression.

The roots of psychological violence are to be found partly in cultural practices as, for example, exploitation of children through labor in urban and rural areas, incitement to begging, promising young girls in marriage, leaving children in care which leads to a separation from the father and mother, disregard for the child’s word, etc. 

The child’s gender and age have an influence upon the forms, causes and consequences of violence.  For example, sudden weaning of an infant can lead to the risk of malnutrition and increase the risk of infant mortality. 

The evolution of the family, caused not only by rapid urbanization but above all by economic crisis and its consequences, is characterized by the questioning of extended community forms of solidarity, and by the progression of new, more “individualistic” and “contractual” family models. This compromises micro- social mutual aid, which is the only form of social security available to the majority. Through their inability to participate in household expenses,  give small gifts to parents, make contributions to ceremonial expenses, etc., young adolescents can be subject to aggression from their older parents who are themselves poverty-stricken and hold it against their children for being idle, which is the reason given for not facing up to their “debt”.  Now, lacking “gratitude” towards those from whom one has initially received everything (life, identity, material and ritual care, etc.) is to question the sacred foundations of community solidarity: the obligation of reciprocity (…), which guarantees the operation and the reproduction of societies of mutual and direct interdependence
.  

The HIV/Aids pandemic also affects the African family structure and places thousands of children in a situation of high psychological distress. When the community does not reject an orphan child, he finds himself with a more or less distant relative but his situation, nevertheless, usually makes him more vulnerable to violence and fragile in comparison the other members of the family.    

In the same way, the African child’s upbringing often takes place within a framework described as a “relationship of fear”.  Children do not share the same space as adults, they cannot go against what adults say or refuse their orders much less look them in the face. This hierarchy based on age and unanimously acknowledged and respected in Africa can be a source of psychological violence and frustration for the child.

Psychological violence against children is all the more difficult to identify since the consequences can be either immediate or latent, and may last for years after the first manifestations of violence; it varies considerably depending upon the context and the child’s age. 

Response strategies

There is still a lot to be done to stop violence against children from being tolerated as it still is today in most societies. The fact that these practices are trivialized, accepted and seen positively by adults gives grounds to the idea that violence by the strong towards the weak is legitimate and can be reproduced from one generation to another. 

The strategies to be developed in order to protect children from family violence will vary according to the form of violence and the children’s age. One of the first strategies is to inform families of the risks run by their children due to violence. It is particularly imperative to abandon the practice of corporal punishment as a method of education and to have better adapted and clearer legislation for the protection of the rights of the child, and to include provision for sexual violence within the family. 

The child’s early years (from 0 to 3 years old) play a key role in early childhood development. In spite of that, they are often neglected by national policies, programs and budgets. In the interests of his/her development, it is essential for the young child to benefit from community services adapted to the needs of infants and younger children. These services must cover health, diet, education, water and sanitation, both at home and in the community. This approach encourages and protects the rights of the young child to survival, growth and development.   
Violence against children has to be put into the context of violence against women, which according to the wealth of literature on the subject, is a reality in West and Central Africa.  The rights of women and children are interlinked in that violence perpetrated against women has a physical and psychological impact on children who witness the violence and are themselves victims of it.  It is therefore necessary to include the problem of domestic violence against women in all considerations relating to the protection of children.

Communities play an important role in setting up and reinforcing strategies for the prevention of high-risk situations for children. It is therefore important to support community, traditional and religious structures responsible for increasing the population’s awareness and for the surveillance of individual behavior, which may be dangerous for children. 

Besides the fact that many protection issues are taboo and still poorly identified in the region, it is nevertheless important to open a wide-ranging debate at local and national levels on violence against children and to thus increase the awareness of, explain to and convince families of children’s rights. Translating the Convention on the Rights of the Child into national languages is an important yet insufficient step: the said rights must be disseminated and explained to local communities by traditional and religious leaders, radio, television, schools and village associations, etc.   

At the same time, it is important to set up reference and monitoring centers accessible to children. The setting up of these services must be part of a flexible approach and adapted to the child’s environment. It is about reaching out to children and enabling them to have access to information, advice and basic social services. 

Information for a better understanding of family violence against children in West and Central Africa (causes, consequences and extent) is relatively limited, thus reinforcing the taboo surrounding it, the impunity of perpetrators and the violation of the rights of the child. An approach taking into account the evolution of the family would cast a new light on the phenomenon of family violence and the measures to be set up in order to protect children. 

It is of course difficult to obtain precise details on what goes on in the privacy of the home, all the more so as the child is rarely beaten in front of a stranger or a visitor.  But there are other sources of information that must be used. Indeed, physically abused children who end up at hospital, almost always come through the emergency channels. Analysis of experts’ reports in hospitals, clinics and psychiatric centers can contribute details on violence against children even if the connection between family violence and child trauma has not been indicated.   

Health workers and policemen who receive children suffering from family violence have an important role to play in their protection. Therefore it is important to improve their awareness of, and train them in, issues of violence and support them in taking preventive measures by developing social and legal structures adapted to the needs. With violence against children, it seems essential to be organized in such a way as to be able to share with others the responsibility of decision-making, the burden of efforts to be undertaken and the difficulties that may crop up along the way. 

It also seems vital that legal and administrative proceedings give credit to the child’s word by allowing him give his testimony, even with the parents present as in Mauritania. As long as children remain invisible and silent, violence will continue. Informing children, listening to their point of view and supporting their participation in decisions and solution-finding to problems which affect them, is in itself a way to prepare them to better protect themselves. 

Giving children the right to speak out is not an easy process as it can entail conflicts with the families and other groups within the community. Not only can this undermine relationships in the home, thus leading to challenging the promotion of the rights of the child, but it also turns out to be a lost opportunity for including those who have the greatest impact on children’s everyday life. As a result, it is essential to look at the participation of children within the family and community context, bearing in mind that the participation of children implies interaction with adults.  

Thus, in the eyes of UNICEF, the participation of children does not in itself suffice. Indeed, it is not enough to simply increase the number of children in a project or to make them more visible: “true efficient participation requires radical change in the way adults think and act – from an exclusive approach to an inclusive approach towards children and their capacities – from a world entirely defined by adults to a world where children can contribute to building a society in which they wish to live”
.

Chapter 2

Community violence

Community violence in this context relates to violence linked to traditional practices or collective behavior that results in violence against children. This type of violence is made legitimate through respect for tradition and culture and is linked to social rituals developed by the group and individuals.  

Each community in West and Central Africa has its own practices and customs. The problem is that some of them result in violence against children. It is difficult to grasp all the violent community practices which exist in the region all the more so as they are part of specific contexts which, if not properly understood, may lead to misinterpretation. In general, these practices are not carried out with the intention of harming the child as they are connected to marriage and to the socialization process of children in society.  One of the questions raised in relation to the fight against these culturally and socially accepted practices is: how to lead societies to other norms and social rituals, which include the idea of the rights of the child and child protection.

In addition, there are certain traditional beliefs in West and Central Africa whereby some children are deemed to be of a nature that is harmful for the family and dangerous for the community, which leads to their being kept out of the way and, in some instances, being killed. 

Community violence also stems from individual and community behavior when faced with children suffering from HIV/Aids. The latter, whether orphans or living in a family whose members suffer from HIV/Aids, are very often victims of stigmatization and discrimination. This epidemic, with its dramatic consequences, undermines the mechanisms of protection for children from exploitation, abuse and violence. 

Finally, the last section of this chapter tackles the consequences of armed conflicts on family structures and the everyday violence against children stemming from times of relative stability. 

I
Ritual violence 
According to article 24 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, “States Parties shall take all effective and appropriate measures with a view to abolishing traditional practices prejudicial to the health of children”.
1.1
Female genital cutting 
Female genital cutting is an infringement of the physical integrity of a young girl’s body and has harmful effects on the child’s physical and mental health – which can even lead to death. This traditional practice is not in compliance with the Convention on the Rights of the Child and yet is carried out on thousands of young girls in West and Central Africa. In most countries, female genital cutting takes place before adulthood but increasingly girls are excised before the age of 4. In most countries involved, this practice consists of the removal of the clitoris and the labia minora or even the labia majora.  This is a dangerous and irreversible procedure with negative repercussions on women’s' and girls’ health, their ability to give birth and their education. 
Results of the Population and Health Surveys conducted over the past years in Guinea, Mali and Mauritania show a prevalence rate of female genital cutting of between 71% and 99%. Countries like the Central African Republic and Côte d’Ivoire are affected by this practice, with a prevalence rate of around 45%. Other countries like Chad are also very much affected by these practices but no data is available.  

In countries such as Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Central African Republic and Benin, a moderate decrease in the practice has been noted from one generation to another, and a significant decrease in Nigeria (48% of women between 45 and 49 compared to 9% of girls from 15 to 19, with a median age for female genital cutting of under one year). 

Legally speaking, some countries like Ghana, Burkina Faso, Senegal, Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea, Chad and Niger have shown their willingness to fight this practice by setting up legal measures for banning it. In these countries, the debate has given way to a genuine campaign of awareness, persuasion and explanation with the aim of exposing the different populations to the dangers that this practice represents.

But today, it must be admitted that the majority of West and Central African countries still refuse to introduce legislation and conduct awareness campaigns for doing away with female genital cutting, with the excuse that it is a matter of cultural values. 

The underlying reasons for female genital cutting are socio-cultural and part of men’s strategy to maintain control over women in societies where power is characterized socially by significant male predominance.  Indeed, excised women have lower sexual sensitivity making them easier to control, guarantee of virginity before marriage, faithfulness and submission to the husband. To this must be added a set of religious, traditional and social reasons that are used to justify this practice.

The community as a whole is responsible for this form of violence on young girls. Female genital cutting is an integral part of a system of values peculiar to certain societies, which condition the young girl’s socialization and marriage. In spite of the health risks incurred for the young girl, the future mother and the newborn child (poor hygiene conditions for the operation, risk of sterility and hemorrhage, difficult delivery and infant mortality), individuals are obliged to conform to this custom, at the risk of exclusion.  

In view of this situation, there is a tendency for female genital cutting to become more and more medicalized, which makes one forget that this practice is above all a violation of the right to physical integrity. Thus, although medicalizing female genital cutting prevents septicemia or other physiological after-effects, it does represent the major drawback of supporting and perpetrating it rather than doing away with it. 

The issue of female genital cutting is complex and must be examined in the light of a varied socio-cultural context where reticence to change is also widespread. 

1.2
Early marriage

In West and Central Africa, early marriage is widely accepted for traditional reasons and is a serious threat to the well-being of children. Although this practice concerns both girls and boys, it is girls who are victims in the great majority of cases and who suffer the most serious consequences. Around 49% of girls in West Africa and 40% in Central Africa get married between the ages of 15 and 19. The situation varies from one country to another: in Niger, 71% of all girls below the age of 18 are already married compared to 4% in Cape Verde. The age also varies from country to country; in Benin for example, the customary age for marriage with the Gouns can be as early as the time of first menstruation and consent is given by fathers, eldest brothers or the family Council. In Burkina Faso, a girl can be married by the age of 12. However, care must be taken in analyzing these figures, as it is difficult to determine the prevalence of early marriage due to the fact that not all marriages are registered and therefore official
. 

One of the important reasons generally given by parents to justify early marriage for their daughters is that it is a way to “protect” them from possible premarital sexual activity or pregnancy and therefore, to protect their virginity. This justification is motivated by moral, cultural and religious principles that attach great value to female virginity. Knowing that early marriage is socially acceptable, young girls do not often have a chance to go against it, other than by fleeing from their family.  

In some cases, early marriage is used as an economic survival strategy for poor families. The practice then enters the field of sexual exploitation of children for commercial purposes. At the heart of this strategy, there is an economic transaction, often in the form of a dowry, by which an adult purchases the services of a minor to be used as a wife. That invariably implies a state of sexual and domestic servitude for the minor and the obligation to give birth, since sexual services are considered an important part of woman’s role in marriage. Within the framework of this transaction, the parents, who are in a difficult situation, are the ones who usually receive the money.  In this way, they benefit not only financially from the early marriage transaction, but they also get rid of the burden of a child. 

Early marriage is a form of sexual abuse since the young girl usually has no choice in the matter.  In the case of a child who is not yet capable of making a choice, who does not have full knowledge of the facts and who is not given the possibility of doing otherwise, the result is often sexual servitude. 

With early marriage, young girls are exposed to early pregnancy, as their decision-making power in terms of contraception is almost nonexistent. Early pregnancy may have serious physical consequences for the young bride. Thus, adolescents of between 15 and 19 years of age are twice as likely to die when giving birth than women of over 20. The risk is 5 times as high for girls under the age of 15. In addition, thousands of young girls in Africa suffer from obstetric fistula which is a condition linked to pregnancy, and caused by a long and difficult delivery. Women affected by this suffer from chronic incontinence and, in most cases, their child dies
. Generally speaking, the risk of death is much higher for newborn babies and infants  born to adolescent mothers.

In many developing countries, lack of resources prevents access to consultations on contraception and birth. This situation may be made worse by religious convictions against family planning. As a result, many adolescents do not know where to go or whom to ask for assistance on sexual issues. There are often few services of this type, especially in remote rural areas. For the poorest, who do not have the money to travel to the consultation itself, these services are practically out of reach. 

Early marriage also reinforces the vulnerability of young girls to HIV/Aids, as they are not in a position to negotiate the use of condoms. 
Moreover, a very young wife is less able to put forward her choices in terms of pregnancy and domestic work, and is more malleable, submissive and vulnerable. Early marriage thus denies these young girls their potential of developing an identity, capacities or knowledge, outside the domestic sphere. This can imply psychological trauma and the replication of disparities in social relations between men and women.

Girls who get married very young are also more vulnerable to physical violence and exploitation throughout their life.  Indeed, marriage often causes their early removal from school and results in the impossibility for them to acquire skills that would make them more independent. All this amounts to making them totally dependent upon their husband. When girls flee marriage, they more often than not find themselves without education, with no means of earning a living and separated from their family background, placing them in a highly vulnerable situation where one of the means of survival can be prostitution. 

Early marriage drives families in Mauritania, Niger and northern Mali to stuff their little five to ten year old (auspicious growing period) girls with food in an attempt to force their physical development so that they become as plump as mature women, please men and consequently be married off young.
This practice of force-feeding is true violence against young girls who are obliged to gulp down large quantities of food under the intimidation of family members. In addition, obese girls/women run the risk of serious health problems (cardio-vascular, hypertension and diabetes) and malaise linked to their corpulence which reduces their motor capacity and confines them in most cases to the home. 

Early marriage is a breach of the rights of the child. But in spite of that, the different governments too often remain silent about these practices and the authorities hide behind   the shield of tradition, religion and culture in order to let practices be carried out which directly endanger the development and rights of children. There are only a few countries with legislation for cracking down on these practices, like Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Guinea and Nigeria.  However, these laws are not sufficient when the marriage takes place in a traditional framework where it is difficult to prosecute offenders (parents, those who officiate or husbands).   

The situation is made more complicated by the fact that births are registered so irregularly that the age of children is often unknown. In 2004, only one child out of three was registered at birth in West and Central Africa. Many families living in extreme poverty are still confronted with obstacles preventing them from registering the birth of their children. These difficulties are made worse when the country is going through a period of tension, when people have immigrant or refugee status, and when registry office services lack resources and means.

1.3
Child sorcerers and mystical beliefs

The phenomenon of children known as “sorcerers” exists in various forms, more particularly in Benin, Gabon, Nigeria, Liberia, Cameroon and the Democratic Republic of Congo. These sorcerer children, considered as having evil powers, are often made responsible for the local population’s misfortunes. They are driven out from their families, marginalized by society or placed in rehabilitation centers, and are frequently victims of abuse, or even torture, sometimes leading to death
.

The following examples are not exhaustive but are representative of the violence perpetrated against children in the name of mystical beliefs that are the most frequently encountered in West and Central Africa. 

· Infanticide 

In Benin, breech birth, malformation, or the first tooth coming through in the upper jaw, can be fatal for a child. He may be torn from his mother’s arms and violently put to death or abandoned in a remote place, as he is attributed with magical powers constituting a threat to family and community alike.  These children are known as “sorcerers ” and the dignitaries of tradition reserve the right to commit infanticide
.  They bear a “negative charge” from birth. 

All the members of the family participate in infanticide and pay the executioner or “technician”. Mothers have very little to say in the matter as the family usually decides upon the child’s fate and the executioner is considered to be acting in order “to restore social order”. 

These practices develop all the more easily in a context characterized by illiteracy and poor antenatal monitoring of pregnant women, where there is a high number of deliveries not supervised by medical personnel and thus are under the control of traditional birth attendants, who are heavily involved in the task of “checking” the child.

In some Beninese villages, “recyclers” receive child “sorcerers” in order to exorcize the evil they are supposed to harbor and in the end to reintegrate them into society. However, a survey was carried out showing that these children are in fact victims of very serious abuse. They are considered as separate, marginalized and “socially dead” if they do not leave the village. 

· Child sorcerers 

There has been a new wave of accusations of sorcery in the Democratic Republic of Congo over the last few years. This phenomenon is not only the result of superstition, but also of poverty made worse by war in the eastern part of the country and the absence of a specific policy for the protection of young people
.

Children are accused of having the “evil eye”. Once accused of sorcery, these children are driven out from their families and ostracized by the community.  In June 2001, alleged sorcerers of 5 or 6 year olds were slaughtered in the Aru region, in the north-east of the country, on the border with Uganda
. In Kinshasa, in mid-September, a 14-year-old adolescent rumored to have put a spell on a woman was tortured to death
. 
Thousands of children aged between four and eighteen are thus accused of being at the origin of misfortune and accidents, as well as that of the illness and death of other children or adults in the family or the neighborhood. Once sorcery is confirmed, usually by the Church, these children are more often than not beaten and rejected by their family. They are abandoned and at the same time feared by the majority of the population, and end up on the streets. These children, wandering the streets on the pretext that they are under a spell, suffer both morally and physically.

There are currently two responses to this issue: churches and associations. 

Churches have an ambivalent role as they are at the heart of the issue and, at the same time, provide a local solution by proposing an alternative to the violent conflicts that arise in the family following accusations of sorcery.  
The challenge to be taken up by associations dealing with these street children is huge as the latter are confronted with violence of all kinds (political, economic, socio-cultural, psychological, sexual) and the approach has to be multidisciplinary. 
There are other traditional practices in the region that are harmful for children. For example, in some countries such as Ghana, Togo and Nigeria, young girls usually under the age of 12 are given to local fetish shrines in order to repair an offence committed by a male member of their family. This traditional practice is called "Trokossi": the girl who is given away thus becomes the property of the fetisher who sexually and economically abuses her as his servant. Although a criminal act, it is estimated that thousands of young girls are victims of this practice
. 

Response Strategies

In general, community practices are not carried out with the aim of harming but are connected to the socialization process of children in society and to marriage. It is therefore appropriate to identify strategies leading to changes in behavior and attitudes, which will integrate the guiding principles for the rights of the child. 

What approach should be adopted in order to bring about a change in behavior and attitudes? 

The wealth of literature and lessons drawn from awareness campaigns and actions within the communities highlight the importance of involving the overall community in the process. In order to eradicate certain violent practices towards children, it is essential to understand the causes and support a change in attitudes.  It is very important to have the involvement of men and traditional and religious leaders in this.

Traditional practices must not be stigmatized and actions for awareness and change must mainly be centered on the support of all the populations.    

This change cannot take place overnight. It requires continuous action in the field and extensive debate on behavior that is liable to have dramatic consequences for children. Parents must not be incriminated and made to feel guilty but must be convinced to change practices by explaining to them why female genital cutting, early marriage, force-feeding girls and rejection of child sorcerers, etc. are detrimental to the development and health of their children. 
It is essential to develop inter-agency partnership and partnerships with NGOs working on the same issues. The letter of agreement between WHO/AFRO, UNICEF, UNFPA and the Inter-African committee (IAC/CI-AF) on traditional practices affecting the health of women and children is an important step in the campaign that began several years ago. 

In addition, the capacities of associations working directly with the communities must be reinforced, both financially and in human terms. Also, these associations are very often in need of the support of institutions and traditional leaders to allow them greater scope and to avoid acting secretly. 

The campaign against traditional practices that are violent to children is delicate and legislation alone is not sufficient albeit necessary.  Political commitment is an indispensable determining factor for the success of preventive action. 

National and local authorities, MPs and the media must be mobilized in the campaign against harmful practices for children. For example, introducing the “international day for zero tolerance on female genital cutting” is a way of committing public opinion and politicians to the campaign. 

The campaign against female genital cutting is delicate and just banning it turns it into a clandestine practice most of the time. It is important to accompany communities in changing their social rituals on the value of female genital cutting in order to eradicate it as a social norm that promotes a violent practice towards children. Actions conducted over the last several years, highlight the importance of collective abandonment, otherwise there is a risk of young girls being marginalized and unable to get married. Indeed, according to Gerry Mackie, for there to be a change, all members of the group must feel this need at the same time and the change must be coordinated. No one family can drop this practice alone without putting their daughters’ future in danger regarding marriage. Only everyone abandoning the practice would reassure the members of the social group and make them feel secure.  
“This would explain why the strategies used up until now to abandon this practice of excision have led to a change in attitudes amongst the populations but not to a change in their behavior and so to the practice”.  The author concludes “that a rapid and universal abandonment of excision is possible, using the appropriate strategies such as an education based on human rights, social mobilization and a change in behavior through public declaration” (G. Mackie, 2004). 

In this way, a movement towards abandoning female genital cutting and early marriage by the community has emerged in Senegal since 1997. Today, over 1527 communities have abandoned this practice through public declarations of rejection of  practices harmful to health, representing 30% of the 5 000 communities practicing female genital cutting
.

As for early marriage, girls with the lowest number of years of schooling are most liable to be married young. Girls’ school enrolment and keeping them in school can raise the age of marriage and reinforce their decision-making power with men. Convincing parents to keep their daughter in school is an essential component in girls’ overall development.   It is essential to create optimum conditions for quality education where children can learn and develop in a protective environment.

For countries with a minimum legal age of marriage of under 18, like Niger, Cameroon and Chad, it is important to raise the age to 18 and establish gender parity for the age of marriage in all countries.

For girls who are already married, services must be developed to advise them on important issues ranging from abuse to reproductive health. Several girls give birth with no antenatal consultation and without receiving the assistance of a professional midwife; this can have serious consequences on the health of the mother and the child.  

The United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) has been working for several years on women’s reproductive health with a view to developing free health services, adapted to young girls’ and women’s needs. The strategic measures applied consist particularly in delaying marriage and pregnancy for adolescents, increasing access to family planning, providing medical care to all pregnant women, ensuring access to obstetrical emergency care for all women with complications and providing surgery to repair lesions and counseling for psychological trauma.
For some years, infanticide has disappeared from certain regions of Benin thanks to maternity wards, monitoring of pregnancy and newborn babies and the condemnation of this practice in the Beninese penal code. 

II
Children and HIV/Aids: fatal stigmatization 

HIV/Aids has caused the death of the parents of millions of children. In 2003, the total number of Aids orphans (children under 17 who have lost one or both parents as a result of Aids) in 18 countries of West and Central Africa was estimated at 4,144,000.  The countries most severely affected are Nigeria (1,800,000), the Democratic Republic of Congo (770,000), Côte d’Ivoire  (310,000) and Burkina Faso (260,000). More than ten countries have seen an increase of 100% in the number of orphans over the past 5 years
. 

This represents a huge challenge, all the more so as the number of children and families affected by HIV/Aids in West and Central Africa will continue to rise in the coming decade. For example, the percentage of orphans resulting from HIV/Aids could rise by 2010 from 18% to 40% in Nigeria and from 34% to 42% in the Democratic Republic of Congo
.

The HIV/Aids epidemic engenders increased violence against children. Those children made vulnerable by HIV/Aids include: (i) orphans, (ii) children with a sick parent (iii) children living in poor households looking after orphans, and (v) children who are themselves HIV positive.  
These children suffer from great psychological distress made worse by the stigmatization and discrimination which result in exclusion from the community, from school and healthcare, etc. These children often suffer extremely difficult living conditions and must often take on adult responsibilities. With no income or protection, they are open to the risk of economic or sexual exploitation or of turning to prostitution and delinquency, which can be a relatively “easy” way of earning money.  

When children infected by HIV/Aids are looked after by a member of the extended family, they “are sometimes accused of degrading the family environment and reproached for often being sick, being expensive to keep, not eating the same thing as the others or necessitating for someone to look after them.  They end up by being rejected or ill-treated
”.

Stigmatization and rejection of children affected by HIV/Aids are widely related to the populations’ lack of knowledge about the illness.  Moreover, the media are also partially responsible for creating and reinforcing stigmas. For example, the “AIDS kills” campaign, carried out in most countries in the region and illustrated by the drawing of an ailing very thin man can only reinforce the negative image of the illness. 

Young people (and more and more females) represent nearly half of all new cases of infection with HIV/Aids worldwide. Yet, many young people are incapable of protecting themselves from infection as it is traditionally forbidden to speak of sexual behavior in most countries in West and Central Africa. As a result, a lot of young people do not have either the necessary training or know-how to refuse sexual relations or negotiate safer sexual practices. 
In addition, the World Health Organization Regional Committee is concerned about the increase in the occurrence of rape of very young children and even babies as some individuals think that sexual contact with a virgin can cure HIV/Aids.  There is, however, limited documentation on these mystical beliefs. 
Response strategies

More and more projects have been set up over the past few years for these children, in particular with the joint United Nations Program on HIV/Aids. The “action framework
 for the protection, care and support of orphans and vulnerable children living in a world with HIV/Aids” recognizes that targeting exclusively HIV/Aids orphans may exacerbate their exclusion and discrimination. It recommends that the protection, care and support of orphans and vulnerable children be included in other programs aimed at reducing poverty, promoting the well-being of children and fighting HIV/Aids. 

The five major strategies of the action Framework are:  

· Reinforce the means at the disposal of families for protecting and taking care of orphans and vulnerable children by extending the life of the parents and providing support, particularly economical and psychosocial support;   

· Mobilize and support community initiatives for the immediate and long-term support of vulnerable households; 

· Guarantee the access of orphans and vulnerable children to essential services, including education, healthcare and registration of births;  

· Ensure that governments protect the most vulnerable children through better policies and laws and by allocating community resources; 

· Take action to heighten awareness at all levels, through promotion and social involvement, in order to create a favorable environment for children affected by HIV/Aids.

A lot still remains to be done in the region to protect the rights of orphans and vulnerable children and answer their needs. Today, there is limited commitment from the States of West and Central Africa to take into account this group of children in their national policies. 

It is vital to reinforce information and awareness campaigns as well as the mobilization of families and communities on the HIV/Aids pandemic and the vulnerability of children. It is particularly important to put a stop to stigmatization and to create positive messages using local knowledge, including national languages, in order to have several different levels of communication.

Emphasis must be placed on (i) the HIV/Aids pandemic and ways of transmission, (ii) the situation of orphans and vulnerable children, the risks for their survival and development and their right to be protected, (iii) the capacities and cultural values of mutual assistance and solidarity in taking charge of vulnerable children. 

It is vital for young people to have access to information on transmission of the illness and prevention.  Nevertheless, there are very different groups of young people: strategies used to reach them must take into account their specific situation (married or single, for example, attending school or not, employed or not), their cultural expectations and their age. No single approach can be applied to all.

III
The culture of violence in post-conflict countries 

Children are subjected to violence daily during wartime. However, according to the recommendations made by the Secretary-General of the United Nations, this violence, which is the subject of a study by Graça Machel on children and armed conflicts, will not be covered in the following sections.   

Nevertheless, it is essential to remember that, in spite of the non-compulsory protocol of the Convention on the Rights of the Child for the ban on recourse to children in armed conflicts, which came into force in 2002, thousands of children are still being enrolled in wars that affect the region.  Too many countries have still not ratified this protocol. Out of the 24 countries in the region, ten have not signed the protocol: Congo, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Guinea, Equatorial Guinea, Liberia, Mauritania, Niger, Central Africa Republic and Togo.

The present document looks at the long-term consequences of armed conflicts on the modification of social and family structures liable to put children in danger. 

3.1
The weakening of social support structures 

For several years, the region of West and Central Africa has been the object of a new outbreak of armed conflicts; these are mainly internal, although international ramifications make the situation more complex (Côte d’Ivoire, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Central African Republic, Guinea Bissau, Democratic Republic of Congo). Multiple forms of violence connected to these conflicts affect civilian populations, including children. 

Although there is a wealth of literature on violence against children and women in periods of conflict, there are still very few details on the consequences of war on the weakening of traditional social support mechanisms and the family structure. Now, this can promote a culture of violence as the foundation of interpersonal and inter-group relationships and place the child in danger. 

It is recognized that the objective of resorting to systematic rape of women and children in wartime is to humiliate and threaten populations by destroying the family and community make-up. Today, those women and children who have been raped and who dare testify, point out the rejection they suffer from their husband, family and community. Psychological trauma is added to the physical trauma and suffering of young girls who have been raped. This trauma is heightened by the fact that it will be difficult for them to find a husband, which implies social “non-existence”
. Children resulting from these rapes may be victims of neglect and violence as they are the embodiment of past trauma. 

In the Democratic Republic of Congo, a growing number of unmarried mothers used as sexual partners by rebels or soldiers are abandoned with their children and rejected by their family. These young girls are thus victims on two counts and totally excluded from society. Most of the time, they end up in prostitution networks as shown by a study carried out in Gambia on sexual tourism
.  Indeed, this study reveals that the vast majority of child prostitutes originate from countries in conflict (Sierra Leone, Congo, Liberia) and that they have often been sexually abused, thus losing all notion of respect for their body.  

Programs for disarmament, demobilization and reintegration of child soldiers set up in partnership with ministries, agencies and NGOs in all countries in conflict in the region, take place in a context of almost total destruction of social, educational and health facilities to which is added the dilapidation of the production system and widespread poverty. These aspects reflect the complexity of actions for the protection of children and the challenges set by reality, which currently drive thousands of young Liberians to return to fighting in neighboring countries.    

Indeed, according to a Human Rights Watch report
, young combatants and veterans from Liberia are now going to Côte d’Ivoire and Guinea, both of which are characterized by growing political instability. The young people interviewed were all jobless or living in precarious economic conditions in Liberia. Their motivation for new enrolment in conflicts is mainly based on the promise of financial compensation and the opportunity to engage in looting.    

Moreover, armed conflicts involve the displacement of thousands of individuals who most of the time find themselves in refugee camps where they are confronted with an endless circle of violence, with children as the main victims. “Whereas life is never easy for a refugee, whatever his age, for many reasons, exile is particularly hard for the young. In addition to psychological tension, young refugees must often endure the agonies of war, of violence and bereavement, and sexual abuse or forced conscription”
.

The rights of refugees, above all of women and children, are often flouted by the individuals supposed to protect them. The violence encountered in refugee camps combined with living conditions and trauma is such that it can result in an increase in domestic violence against children. 

During conflicts, thousands of children are recruited by force as soldiers both by State forces and by rebel forces, and exposed to multiple forms of violence. They are confronted with murder and mutilation, sexual and sexist violence and abduction. As such, they become both victims and perpetrators of widespread crime.  

It is clear that war has a lasting effect on the psychological and social life of children and adults.  When the conflict is over, violence has usually become a mode of expression and a way of life that is difficult to escape from. Indeed, during armed conflicts, children and adults are indoctrinated into a culture of violence and experience immense difficulty later in adapting to the value of peace as they are “desensitized” to violence
.

The difficult living conditions and the almost total impunity of criminals can tend to encourage the multiplication of violent acts and delinquency in post-conflict countries. Thus, there is a certain dichotomy between the clear, strict norms adopted at international level to ensure the protection of children on the one hand and the impunity reigning on the other.  

Response strategies

The protection of children during and after conflicts is the responsibility of the State and the international community.  One of the difficulties in setting up support programs for war family victims is that it is important to have a multidisciplinary approach (reduce psychological and physical traumas, promote a culture of non-violence, wipe out stigma and discrimination towards survivors, enable the development of income generating activities, etc.). 

How to break away from this culture of violence and let children speak out? 

In Sierra Leone, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission established after the war has given special attention to the accounts and experiences of child victims of the armed conflict. For the very first time, a commission placed children at the heart of the report, dealing with them both as victims, executioners and actors in the reconciliation process. For example, in one instance, a young adolescent reported how he had been obliged to witness the slaughter of his parents, and then, was enrolled by force into the Revolutionary United Front (RUF), and how he became in his turn a killer. Involving children in the process of Truth and Reconciliation was particularly important as commissions often have a double mission: to establish the facts and also to play a therapeutic role in letting trauma out. In this way, they give children a role to play and an important place in the reconstruction process. A simplified version of the commission’s report has also been prepared for children. 

However, not all children affected by conflict have been lucky enough to have psychological support, return to school and find their families. Many still live like the children wandering the streets of Freetown or are condemned to lead a life of inactivity in amputee camps where they are marginalized and excluded from society
. 
Institutions taking in children who have been victims of conflicts must be secure places for the children where they can rebuild both physically and morally. It is therefore essential to have trained social workers and living conditions that respect the rights of the child.  However, it is important to promote and seek alternative forms of taking care of children, with the solution of host families very often representing a definite improvement in safety for the children.

The challenges for reintegration and peace are partly to be found in the economic sphere. Disarmament, demobilization and reintegration programs must take into account the children’s needs, particularly in terms of education, professional training and psychosocial support in order to give them options other than war. The challenges are vast and in this long process, it appears necessary to reinforce the active participation of children and women in peace-building and reconstruction activities. It is also essential to reinforce partnerships with all agencies and NGOs working in the field. 

Setting up data banks on children separated from their family (separated during population displacement, recruited by armed groups, victims of abduction, etc.), those wounded and/or mutilated, and those victims of antipersonnel mines, etc. is part of the process for the protection of children in order to better target their needs. 

One of the keys to successful reintegration and to prevention of renewed child recruitment or renewed abuse lies in the long-term investment in education, professional training and the development of income generating activities.  
In addition, taking charge of separated and demobilized children in temporary care centers is important. This makes it possible to lay down the basis for their rehabilitation and reintegration into the community, with the development of measures focusing on: psychosocial support, medical care, recreational activities enabling to free emotions and defuse the sources of stress and trauma, search for families and preparation for their reinsertion.

For several years, efforts have been made to prevent violence in refugee camps and protect children. For example, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees developed Guidelines for the prevention of and response to sexual and gender-based violence against refugees, returnees and internally displaced persons in May 2003. 

These guidelines are also designed to give direction to activities undertaken by the refugee communities themselves for preventing and treating the problem of violence. They examine the deeper causes of sexual, including domestic, violence against women and young girls and the contributing factors, and suggest practical actions to be taken to help prevent this type of violence and to counteract it. 

Chapter 3

Violence in institutions

The phenomenon of violence in schools is not specific to West and Central Africa. More and more debates and research now denounce the different forms of violence suffered by children in places supposed to protect them and transmit knowledge. 

Violence inflicted on children is widespread whether in public or private, formal or informal schools. The use of corporal punishment by teachers is pervasive in African schools and affects both boys and girls. Although girls are particularly vulnerable to the sexual intentions of their teachers and male peers, boys are not necessarily spared sexual violence. 
This can have dramatic consequences for children and turn them away from school in contradiction with the commitment made by all governments to reach Education for All by 2015. Unfortunately, little consideration is given to the protection of children at government level and in the development of education systems. 

In addition, in West and Central African Islamic societies, the children’s religious education is a duty for Muslim parents. They therefore entrust their children to a marabout who is to teach them the Koran. Today with the urbanization and impoverishment of families, a perversion of this practice can be witnessed with some Koranic teachers placing their Talibe, (i.e. religious scholars, essentially boys of between 5 and 15), in a situation of high vulnerability by sending them to beg in the streets of the capital cities; thus turning a legitimate process of religious education into a phenomenon of economic exploitation of children. 

Violence is also expressed against children in penal institutions. The imprisonment of minors is very often tragic and destructive for children in conflict with the law as these places are places of violence rather than of rehabilitation. 

I 
Violence in the name of discipline 

1.1
Violence in schools 

1.1.1
Corporal punishment 

Article 28 of the international Convention on the Rights of the Child establishes the connection between "rights to" and "rights in" school: "The child has the right to education and States Parties shall make primary education compulsory and available free to all (…) ensure that school discipline is administered in a manner consistent with the child’s human dignity (…)". The mention of school discipline in a text on basic rights invites States to think about the possibilities and means of a formal, effective ban on the infringement of rights in punishment and disciplinary measures taking place in schools (corporal punishment, insults, humiliation, etc.). 

Indeed, although the majority of West and Central African countries forbid the use of corporal punishment in schools by law, it must be admitted that the legislation is not applied.

Today as yesterday, views on the educational virtues of corporal punishment are echoed at school. All pupils questioned on the issue of “violence at school” say they have been, at least once in their school life, witness to physical violence against one of their schoolmates or victims of violence themselves. From the youngest to the eldest, whether boys or girls, they have all undergone the same punishments.  

Besides, in West and Central African, the teacher is often identified by his stick. Once inside the classroom, the teacher is then in sole command and alone to decide upon the gravity of the punishment and the method applied. For the pupil, each new school year corresponds to learning new laws, not of the school but of each of his teachers. How can the future citizen grasp an understanding of rights, the legitimacy of, and respect for, the law from this unjust and traumatic experience?    

Children suffer from the daily physical and moral violence that they are subjected to at school and which, in short, only makes them learn that violence is authorized.  In their turn, they may therefore become violent adults. 

It is not possible to have a precise indication of the extent of the phenomenon in the absence of specific studies targeting the causes and consequences of corporal punishment in schools. It is apparently considered normal in the collective consciousness and by the Ministries of National Education. 

Nevertheless, certain causes of violence at school appear obvious and, in a way, place a doubt on the very workings of schools in Africa. Indeed, it comes out that one of the reasons for violence in school, especially in primary school, is chattering and noise in the classroom. In a school where the teacher is the only knowledge holder, pupils must be silent and passive! But how can pupils remain seated for hours without moving? In addition, pupils must assimilate knowledge transmitted by the teacher and not make mistakes taking into account that use of the mother tongue is often reprimanded. Risks of making a mistake very often result in punishment. This means that the school does not recognize the pupils’ right to make mistakes or be curious, much less to criticize. 

1.1.2
Sexual violence 

In addition to physical and moral violence, girls are exposed to sexual abuse from teachers and/or classmates. Several studies carried out in West and Central Africa on violence in schools illustrate this worrying phenomenon. Indeed, it comes out that sexual harassment by teachers to girls in their class is quite extensive at secondary school level, and in the higher classes at primary level (fifth and sixth grades) both in urban and rural situations. Very little quantitative data is available. Most of the time, sexual harassment takes the shape of blackmail on marks and so a threat of failure. In reality, this boils down to sexual exploitation for commercial purposes since adults force children with the promise of a “reward”. 

For a study carried out on the sexual exploitation of children in West and Central Africa
, all countries in the region gave information of the existence of this kind of criminal practice in schools. The Ministries of Education in the different countries also recognize the existence of these criminal practices at school and consider them to be one of the main causes of dropout for girls.  

In schools in the Democratic Republic of Congo, 46% of girls questioned during the survey admitted they had been victims of harassment, abuse and sexual violence from teachers and other people in charge at school
. At university, 80% of students recognized that many female students are victims of sexual abuse by teachers and by some of their fellow students  in order to pull strings and gain better marks.  

In Ghana a study
 carried out in schools in 2003 revealed that girls’ education could be seriously affected by sexual harassment from their teachers: 6% of those questioned declared to have been victims of blackmail on their schooling if they refused to have sexual relations. There is also a very specific and unfortunately widespread practice termed “Gala”. This is gang rape with a view to “ teaching a girl a lesson” (for example, a girl who has accepted gifts too often without giving anything in return). 24% of boys questioned admitted that they had raped a girl or had participated in gang rape and 14% of girls admitted they had been raped by boys close to them.    

Sometimes, physical force is used if pupils put up too much resistance and cases of assault and battery have been reported by some of the young girls. The latter tell of their distress faced with the solicitations of their teachers who abuse their authority and take advantage of their higher position to place pressure on them in order to obtain sexual relations. While the teachers recognize that these practices exist, they attempt to justify them by referring to the pupils’ attitudes and provocative dress, or their own isolation when they are assigned to the provinces.  

But what are governments doing about the issue of violence in schools? 

1.1.3 
Lack of measures for the protection of children in schools  

In spite of these facts, several countries do not have any surveillance mechanisms or any precise legislation to protect children. Most of the time, only minor disciplinary measures are taken against teachers who commit a sexual offence and hit pupils. In the vast majority of cases, national authorities, families and even the child victims keep silent. Measures for the prevention and protection of children against corporal punishment in school are very limited.  
No precise law states how teachers and pupils should behave or enables penalization of sexual harassment and corporal punishment. Although there are general statutes for the civil service, disciplinary committees don’t generally work. The absence of legal texts enables the ministries to close their eyes to these practices. If they deem that it is necessary to penalize a teacher, then they will assign him to another school or another province. He can then deliberately commit the same crime against other children. 

The absence of penalization implies that the phenomenon of sexual harassment in schools is a consequence of the general silence on the issue. This violence is known to exist but is concealed by the different parties involved and primarily by the pupils themselves who are afraid of being blamed or taken out of school if they inform their parents of the dishonorable behavior of their teachers. And then by the families who shun their responsibilities by placing blind confidence in teachers and others in charge of their children at school. If they learn of the facts, they are ashamed and hesitate to denounce the practices of which their daughters are victims. 

Thus, the status of the young sexually abused girl suddenly changes: instead of being a victim, she becomes guilty, as the family name has been tarnished through her. If she does not want to be banished by her family and rejected by society, she has no other choice than to submit to the will of the adults who decide for her. In the end, it is the young girl who is penalized after already seeing her studies disrupted by the stress caused by the teacher’s actions. 

The same concealment is also manifest in the teachers who claim that it is natural to feel attracted to young girls and that, besides, these relations are part of their private life and outside the control of their superiors. Finally, it is also present at administrative level, which hides behind the absence of rules and regulations in order to justify its non-interference.   Moreover, in the name of solidarity to the teaching body, head teachers often take the defence of incriminated teachers against the claims of the families.

1.2 
Violence in Koranic schools

In West and Central African Islamic societies, children’s religious education is a duty for Muslim parents. They therefore entrust their children to a marabout who is to teach them the Koran and pass on the positive values of the community. 

When questions of violence in Koranic schools are raised, the famous book by Sheikh Amidou Kane (1961), The Ambiguous Adventure, appears as a reference. Old Thierno and his pupil, Samba Diallo, are still present in peoples’ memories. Thierno pinched Samba Diallo’s ear lobes until they bled or beat him up because his pupil had hesitated when reciting verses from the Koran. The same Samba Diallo, although from a wealthy background, had also to beg for his food daily.  The phenomenon of Talibe (children studying the Koran under the supervision of a Koranic teacher: the marabout) who have become street children thus results from the mishaps of this system.  

Today with the urbanization and impoverishment of African families, there is a perversion of this practice and Koranic teaching no longer constitutes an alternative experience to replace families.  Indeed, Talibe children, mainly boys of between 5 and 15, are placed in a situation of high vulnerability when sent to beg in the streets of large towns.  

Currently, there is every indication that some marabouts are making Koranic instruction a means to satisfy their needs rather than a holy duty, through the exploitation of children who must bring back daily a certain amount of money, in addition to their food. At the end of the day, those Talibe children who do not bring back the amount of money fixed by the marabout or those who show a breach of discipline are subjected to abuse and harsh corporal punishment. Also, once out on the street, these children are exposed to several forms of violence (sexual, physical and psychological), and to exploitation, trafficking and sexual abuse. The phenomenon of begging by young children under the pretence of religious learning and humility, actually takes away their dignity and quite simply their being
. To this violence must be added dramatic health and nutritional conditions and almost total emotional deprivation for the Talibe child who is deprived of his family environment when very young. 

Moreover, the economic exploitation of the Talibe children conceals child trafficking. For example, children begging in the streets of Dakar are originally from countries in the sub-region (Guinea, Mali). 

The abusive behavior of marabouts has been denounced for decades but few measures seem to have been taken in view of the never-ending number of Talibe children begging in the streets of large towns. Activities undertaken by agencies and NGOs to combat this phenomenon and protect the children tend to be isolated and are characterized by a lack of capacity for taking charge of and monitoring the children. Above all, there is a blatant lack of political will to protect these children from the abusive practices of some marabouts. 

Response strategies 

Some measures do exist for the prevention of sexual abuse in schools. Although these measures are limited, they at least try to make people become conscious of the existence of the abuse by increasing the awareness of all school parties (teachers, pupils, parents) as to their rights. It is imperative to create a reassuring environment in schools and to train/inform the different parties on the respect for the rights of the child. 

In Gabon, in his speech for the new school year 2004-2005, the new Minister of National Education publicly denounced the existence of sexual harassment towards pupils and the principle of “sexually transmitted averages”. For that purpose, he expressed his will to reintroduce control brigades in schools and to allocate sufficient resources for their operation. 

In the Democratic Republic of Congo, the Ministry of Women and the Family has set up over 930 child committees within schools and childcare associations in Kinshasa and the provinces with the contribution of the Ministry of Primary, Secondary and Professional Education.  These child committees aim to conduct awareness campaigns with other children on prevention of HIV/Aids and child prostitution as well as the attitude to be taken towards sexual exploitation. 
In Ghana, the National Multi-sectoral Committee on Children has organized several meetings with the Ghana Education Service (GES) to discuss the problems of sexual harassment in schools and more specifically sanctions to be applied to teachers involved in the sexual exploitation of children. Indeed, the sanctions that existed in Ghana actually compromised the criminal nature of the acts insofar as the perpetrator was not handed over to law. Thus, further to various negotiations conducted by the Committee, a series of amendments has been accepted by the GES in order for those guilty of sexual exploitation to be taken to court. This means that henceforth acts of sexual exploitation committed in school must be reported to the police. In addition, the GES must create an environment within schools that makes it possible to report this kind of practice.  

In Nigeria, Liberia and Sierra Leone, there exist mechanisms for the protection from sexual abuse at school as well as counseling and listening centers for children who are victims of abuse and sexual violence.  

The Forum of African Women Educationists, an NGO dedicated to questions to do with the education of girls, has set up several programs in Gambia (as well as in Kenya, Namibia, Rwanda and Tanzania) where pupils are made more aware of sexual harassment and abuse. The program uses a process known as “Tuseme” which means "express yourself" in Swahili, in order to pass the required knowledge on to girls to hold out against aggressive male behavior. In some cases, girls who have participated in the program have later faced up to abusive teachers and reported allegations of harassment and abuse to the school authorities. Schools benefiting from such programs seem to have registered a decrease in harassment, abuse and exploitation.  

The different experiences show that it is important to place children at the center of actions of prevention within the school allowing them to express themselves and denounce abuse by teachers and schoolmates. When letting children speak out, one must be careful to respect their integrity to avoid them running further risks.  

It is the responsibility of the Ministries to protect children within schools and to give them the opportunity of being heard.  Corporal punishment in public, private, formal and non-formal schools must be banned. Sanctions and penalties must be taken against teachers (either on contract and civil servants) who misuse their power and authority.

Society’s attitudes and behavior towards Koranic schools are somewhat ambiguous because on the one hand public opinion condemns the economic exploitation of children by Koranic teachers and on the other hand continues through its beliefs and behavior to fuel child begging. This ambiguity says a lot about the complexity of this phenomenon which has religious, social and economic connotations, to which must be added the internal movements and trans-border migration of children. 

The complexity and diverse situations of these Koranic schools calls for action on several different levels with: (i) a plea directed at the authorities based on the respect of the Rights of the Child, (ii) an awareness campaign for parents who do not necessarily know about the situation of exploitation their children find themselves in, and who must be informed of the damaging effects of child begging, (iii) an improvement in teaching conditions in Koranic schools and (iv) the definition of minimum norms for taking charge of children in Koranic schools. 

II
Violence against children in conflict with the law

The report on state violence in Benin by the World Organization against Torture (2004) indicates that “children in conflict with the law and street children often meet with lashings from police officials (above all in rural areas) to “discipline” them or “ extort” a confession from them. Ill-treatment of children is widespread in police stations but such acts are still taboo and secret. So they are not denounced. This is in part due to a lack of knowledge regarding rights and also the tendency for society to use corporal punishment”. 

This situation is certainly not specific to Benin and might be the same in all countries in West and Central Africa but information on this phenomenon is too rare to know what type of violence children in conflict with the law are subjected to and the degree of gravity of this violence.

In the different countries, there is often a lack of lawyers and social workers available to take charge of children upon arrest and to ensure that policemen respect their rights. 
Most young people in prison have broken away from society, school and their families for different reasons and particularly because of violence they have suffered and sought to flee. They then find themselves on the street with delinquency as a mechanism for survival. For these young people, prison does not represent a means of reintegration and enabling social rehabilitation. On the contrary, deprivation of liberty can have harmful consequences on the child in disproportion to the offence committed, since most children are imprisoned for minor offences and even sometimes for no offence at all (police raids). 

It is obvious that acts committed by children, which are against the law, must be brought to justice. But imprisonment is always tragic and traumatic for a minor. Whatever he has done, he has rights. 

All countries in West and Central Africa experience serious problems in managing the prison solution. Prisons are overcrowded with appalling physical and psychological conditions both for adults and minors. Governments are confronted with insufficient financial and human resources and generally do not have the capacity to respond to the objectives set out in international and national laws regarding the training and reintegration of young people in prison. 

Thus, in prisons throughout the region, adults and minors, petty criminals and tougher habitual offenders or criminals are side by side with no real possibility of socio-professional reintegration or psychological support. Children in conflict with the law are rarely protected and prisons are violent places where their rights are particularly flouted. Remanded in custody they await hypothetical judgment resulting in the excessive duration of their detention. Overcrowding, lack of food and hygiene, inactivity, daily terror in the cells and absence of legal assistance only accentuate their downfall and encourage their descent into delinquency and marginalization. Also, most young people in prison have no identity papers and as a result it is difficult to determine their age. It follows that policemen decide on their age arbitrarily with the risk of being mistaken and considering a minor as an adult. 

Currently, very few countries in West and Central Africa have set up alternative measures for detaining minors, which take into account such things as their diversity and the specificity of their needs. Only too often, the argument of the “ lack of means” is put forward by those who prefer to see things stay as they are without getting involved in thinking and action for the protection of these children, who are considered as “lost” to society.   

In addition, when these centers exist, the lack of financing and personnel training may result in situations that are in breach of the Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

If greater efforts are not made by the authorities for better treatment of minors under 18 accused of an offence, then the latter may return to their community as hardened criminals, incapable of being reintegrated and leading a productive adult life in a normal society. 

Response strategies

During questioning, minors must not only benefit from legal assistance (lawyer/advice) provided for under international instruments but, in addition, it is vital to remind police staff that a child in conflict with the law is still a child: he keeps all his rights and all his human dignity. The 48-hour period of police custody must be respected to avoid immediate recourse to criminal imprisonment. 

This implies in particular an increase in the awareness, and training of criminal police, magistrates and social services on procedures and mechanisms for the extra-judicial handling of children in conflict with the law. 

Children have rights in terms of justice. This means access to legal assistance, the right to a fair trial where children can express themselves without putting their moral integrity in danger and the right to humane conditions of detention. But too often in countries of the region, there are an insufficient number of courts for children or their resources are limited. To make up for these shortcomings, it is important to train more judges specialized in dealing with cases involving minors and to multiply the social services of the courts.  
For ten years now, the international instruments governing justice for minors have been added to. They constitute true tools enabling the respect of the Rights of the Child in conflict with the law and encourage the revision of the judicial and prison system in each country.  

In order to protect children, juvenile justice calls for specific treatment, approach and solutions whether at detention or defence level. This presupposes the setting up of special criminal courts for minors in conflict with the law, a minimum age of 13 for criminal liability, reduced penalties compared to those incurred by adults for similar acts, conditions of detention which take into account the need to protect children (separate from adults) and above all, setting up of alternatives to imprisonment whenever possible. 

In the countries of the region, legal dispositions for the protection of minors in conflict with the law are insufficient or contrary to international law.  For example, advocacy must be developed in Ghana, Nigeria and Sierra Leone for criminal responsibility of children to comply with international agreements. 

Both in prisons and in police stations, minors must be separated (buildings, inner courtyard) from adults, i.e. boys must be separated from men and girls from women. The protection of children in prison can be achieved through setting up measures enabling their future reinsertion and rehabilitation. This means, in particular, taking charge of medical, health, nutritional and psychological aspects as well as the development of education and training activities.

For the child in conflict with the law, access to basic education then to pre-professional training and his integration in the working world is the prerequisite for him to maintain hope for a better future where he will have his place in society. 

The situation of children born or living in prison with their mother convicted to a custodial sentence deserves specific consideration by the prison administration.

Current legislation in countries in the region provides for few alternatives to imprisonment. It is important for those Ministries concerned to develop alternatives to imprisonment and to provide such measures with resources for them to function both in terms of financial and human support, which match the needs of these children in conflict with the law.  

Issues of juvenile delinquency must also be analyzed and dealt with in the context of crime prevention mechanisms. For example, at the request of a State member, the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) implements technical cooperation projects aimed at preventing juvenile delinquency, reinforcing the legal system for minors and improving the rehabilitation and handling of young people in conflict with the law.

Chapter 4

Child labor: survival amidst violence and suffering

It is still true in 2005 that the vast majority of children, women and men in Africa live with the threat of insecurity, illness, lack of resources and means to make themselves heard. Poverty is multi-dimensional. In addition to the classical dimension connected to the low level of income and consumption, as well as the low level of access to education and healthcare, poverty covers other aspects such as vulnerability and lack of safety, exclusion and the inability of poor people to have an influence on socio-economic factors which condition their standard of living (powerlessness), and an absence of dignity and self-respect
.
The supply of child labor has been growing over the past two decades along with the increasing impoverishment of families and the incapacity of the education system to retain children. The latter are obliged to work in order to contribute to family earnings and so cover basic household needs. Employing children on the labor market is often simply a question of survival for families. According to the International Labor Organization, around 48 million children ranging from 5 to 14 have an economic activity in Africa, i.e. 29% of the child population. 

In West and Central Africa, children are not subjected to the industrial exploitation of their workforce as on other continents. Their involvement is mainly within a family framework, either for informal economic activities or for domestic chores, which reproduce the traditional gender-based division of labor. Child labor is characterized by:

· Predominant participation in farming economies, mainly in a family context; 

· High involvement in the urban informal sector, whether in small production units, in catering, or in services / as street vendors, for which, most of the time, they have the status of paid worker or apprentice;

· Domestic work;   

· A progression in particularly dangerous activities, such as stone breaking and mining activity in rural areas, and waste collection, begging or prostitution in urban areas.  

Children who work run specific risks for their development and they may be denied their most basic rights. 

In the analysis of violence in child labor, age is an important component where international and national legislation exists on the minimum working age. Generally speaking, countries in West and Central Africa fix the minimum legal working age between 13 and 15. However, the low rate of birth registrations makes it all the more difficult to apply the laws. 

I 
Economic and sexual exploitation of child workers

The question of child labor is complex for economic, statistical and theoretical reasons and there is already a wealth of relatively recent literature on the subject. The question of violence against child workers is undeniable. In its very definition, the term “worst form of child labor” reflects the violence suffered by children: “extremely dangerous domestic work for the child, by the very nature of the tasks assigned to him, the conditions in which they are carried out, their physical and psychological strenuousness, or due to the sexual abuse inflicted upon him; practices near to slavery such as servitude for debts or forced labor and domestic work for children who have undergone trafficking” (ILO/IPEC).

The vulnerability of children to trafficking has the same causes as those that expose them to the worst forms of child labor. However, another crucial dimension can be added to this: migration, guardianship by an intermediary, displacement resulting in a break with the family and exploitation.

1.1
Child trafficking: violence and lies  

The relationship between child trafficking and child labor as well as sexual exploitation for commercial purposes is well established: children are often displaced in order to exploit their workforce, especially as domestic help and for non-regulated industrial activities, building sites and sexual exploitation for commercial purposes. The illegal character of child trafficking leads intermediaries and those involved in the trafficking networks to act clandestinely and develop strategies for avoiding the country’s authorities and institutions. This situation makes it difficult to quantify the number of children affected by the phenomenon.  

One of the characteristics of child trafficking in the region is that it is based on (i) traditional customs of child placement, (ii) a tradition of labor migration, a long-adopted strategy for African families and communities, in particular in rural areas and (iii) the reticence by some parents in enrolling their children in school. Progressively, children have become merchandise in a lucrative national, trans-regional and international activity, which is carried out in total impunity most of the time.  
According to current data, child trafficking in West and Central Africa takes place particularly in Benin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Côte d’Ivoire, Gabon, Ghana, Guinea, Mali, Niger, Nigeria and Togo. This phenomenon is spreading to new economically attractive centers such as Equatorial Guinea. 

Trafficking concerns both boys and girls following a sectoral distribution pattern: girls are trafficked to be used as domestic help, and boys as farm workers or assistants in the informal sector. Both girls and boys are also recruited as street vendors. Thus, trafficking responds to private urban as well as to rural demands for child labor

Child trafficking involves different parties, including recruiters, intermediaries, transporters, employers, managers of brothels and nightclubs, and sometimes even friends and members of the family. There are many different ways of trapping children and families including persuasion, deceit, threat and force, or signature of a contract between parents and traffickers. Some children are also abducted as in Burkina Faso.  

Very often, children and parents are unaware of the fate in store for them and even when they are conscious of the ordeals to come, they do not easily measure the nature and duration of it.

With child trafficking, violence against children takes place on three levels:  

· When the child is taken away from his family environment. The deprivation of traditional family and community support systems places the child in a situation of high vulnerability and psychological fragility.

· During transfer when the child is supposedly placed under the “guardianship” of traffickers until reaching the place of work. Children are transported by land, air, rail or sea. This transfer period can be dangerous for children who usually find themselves isolated, in an illegal situation in unfamiliar surroundings where they are incapable of communicating or claiming their rights. Transfer may take place in very difficult conditions with the child being confined to a small space, or tossed around on rough tracks. Girls are often exposed to violence and sexual abuse throughout the journey
. 
· Exploitation of the child through work, including sexual exploitation. Children are generally forced to carry out dangerous work, which may entail death or irreversible physical damage. According to surveys made in Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Côte d’Ivoire and Nigeria, child victims of trafficking suffer from malnutrition, do not have access to medical care, live in temporary accommodation, lack sleep and are deprived of their freedom. The ignorance and illegality in which these children live, make them very vulnerable to violence. The conditions of isolation and slavery they are pushed into have significant psychological and physical impacts, exacerbated by the language barrier, which condemns them to silence. The fact that the children find themselves in breach of regulations, with no identity papers, if they have clandestinely crossed borders, must be added to this. This situation not only reinforces the intermediaries’ control over these children, and later that of the final receiver (employers), but places them in conflict with the law in the host country.

Child labor has a variety of repercussions on children’s health. Because of their age, but also because of their working conditions, child victims of trafficking are particularly subject to physical, psychological and health disorders. They are obliged to handle tasks which are neither adapted to their age nor to their physical strength and are exposed, without any protection, to dangerous chemical products such as insecticides. The physical effort demanded by long hours of work is dangerous and, due to fatigue, children can easily fall victim to an accident for which they will not be treated.  

Although the phenomenon of child trafficking in the region is essentially focused on migration for work, trafficking of children for sexual exploitation purposes also exists. Trafficking of children for sexual exploitation and prostitution involving Nigeria is regularly denounced. Child trafficking from both sides of Nigeria’s borders with Gabon, Benin, Niger, Cameroon, Togo and Côte d’Ivoire is a reality and the government is accused of lacking the political will to face the issues of sexual exploitation of girls. Child prostitution has become a flourishing activity in Nigerian society and one of the major characteristics is that it is not connected to individuals but is run and developed by very well organized cross-border networks.

Child trafficking also exists towards Europe. A study conducted in 2000 by the Women Consortium of Nigeria revealed trafficking of women and children from two Nigerian states to Europe. Information collected from young girl victims show that trafficking operations usually begin with a sort of formal agreement between the future victim or her parents and the trafficker. 

Child trafficking is a sensitive issue and it is not always easy to establish a consensus on those elements to be used to build new legislation.  The transnational, criminal, well-organized and multidimensional nature of the phenomenon does not make the task of the legislator any easier.

1.2
Domestic work

In West and Central Africa, children working as domestic help are probably the most exploited. This activity is revealed to be all the more dangerous as it widespread and socially accepted. It brings together all vulnerability factors because the child is thoroughly exploited or maltreated: this fate is reserved exclusively for girls who are often very young and who work in a closed and private environment.

Thousands of young out-of-school girls from poor backgrounds are at the service of households in order to increase family income. In addition, some parents submerged with the weight of financial problems put their children into the care of other members of the family or of third parties in order to ensure their education.  The meaning of this placement is expressed differently depending upon the country. In Benin, it is termed "Vidomégon", literally "the child placed with someone", whilst in Senegal, the term used is "Yaar Doom" i.e. “educate a child”.  Now, more often than not these practices tend to conceal mercantile behavior and exploitation. 

Recourse to child labor in the domestic sector does not fall under any regulations and is beyond control.

For several years, the NGO Anti-Slavery International has been documenting the impact of child domestic work worldwide. A book Child domestic workers: finding a voice (A handbook on advocacy) published in 2002 covers the experiences of domestic children in the world.

Children working behind the closed doors of private houses are particularly exposed to acts of violence, as the latter will be perpetrated without the knowledge of the outside world. Generally, these children must work hard all day, seven days a week, every week of the year, in conditions that put their physical and psychological health and safety in danger. These children can be permanently confined to the house, suffer ill-treatment, be deprived of all contact with their family and friends, with no access to health services and receiving no decent food. It also occurs that they receive no remuneration for their work, having to make do with miserable accommodation and poor food in return.

Child domestic workers may also have to put up with direct physical abuse, either being systematically beaten to ensure their submission or punished when they are found to be slow and uncooperative or when they make mistakes in their work. They are subjected to many forms of torture. Accounts by child victims indicate that corporal punishment from their employers is usually given out by the lady of the house. 

In addition, young girls working as domestic help are particularly exposed to acts of violence and sexual abuse from their employers or relatives who live or spend time in the house.  Taking into account their precarious economic situation, and afraid of being dismissed, young girls feel obliged to yield to the advances of their employers. The resulting physical, psychological and emotional trauma is often irreversible and sometimes fatal. Those who flee oppression end up more often than not on the street and are pulled into the spiral of prostitution. 

In West and Central Africa, the most obvious observation to be made is on the dual society between children attending school and the others. Risks for those children deprived of access to education are enormous. Now, education systems are shown to be incapable of reaching all school age children, in particular girls living in remote rural areas, the principal source of female child labor for urban centers. 

Response strategies

Domestic work by children is often not recognized as a form of work because it is confused with traditional systems of “initiation to life and to work” and takes place at home. 

It is vital for domestic work to be recognized by the countries in West and Central Africa as a legal economic activity governed by rules and norms.  
The age of the child and working conditions must be taken into account when planning any action aimed at fighting child labor. Indeed, if the child is over the minimum required age, the aim must be to let him enjoy all his rights, as a worker and child. If the child is under the minimum required age, then the aim must be to free him from exploitation as soon as possible. 

How can domestic work and child trafficking be prevented?

Increasing the awareness of families to enable them to better understand the risks run by children in domestic service, especially when they are far from their village, is a first step towards prevention and the protection of children. Such awareness campaigns must be conducted by young women who have worked in domestic service and are therefore credible having experienced it for themselves. 

Information campaigns must be carried out with the help of television and radio, and use traditional or artistic forms of expression followed by public debates. Targeting of the messages is essential to maximize the impact of awareness and information programs.  Such a campaign must be based on one or two key messages in order to facilitate appropriation and a sense of responsibility by those receiving the information. 

It is also important to inform parents of the dangers of placing their children in distant families: risks of exploitation, emotional isolation, ill treatment and sexual abuse. 

In fact, the point is not to fight violence connected to child trafficking but to fight against   child trafficking itself. In this perspective, the ILO/IPEC/LUTRENA project has been implemented in nine countries in the region: Benin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Côte d’Ivoire, Gabon, Mali, Nigeria and Togo.

Moreover, several agencies, in particular UNICEF and the International Organization for Migration, as well as NGOs such as Terre des Hommes, Save the Children, the Red Cross and Plan International are working in partnership with the governments to support, inform, increase awareness and promote actions for the prevention and withdrawal of children from trafficking networks.   

At a community level, surveillance committees have been set up to prevent the phenomenon of child trafficking. A study carried out by UNICEF on village committees in Benin, Burkina Faso and Mali made it possible to draw the following lessons: 

· The development of village surveillance committees must be accompanied by a strong political will and be part of a national action plan;

· Decentralized State structures have an important role to play in the fight against child trafficking. Appointing an agent only in charge of the global protection of the child, including trafficking, could have positive results; 

· Families and child trafficking victims must be represented in the village surveillance committees;

· Members of these committees must reinforce their capacity for advocacy, arbitration and mediation with families and children. Messages delivered on prevention must be rethought because they currently attempt to frighten people rather than convince them; 

· The State must set up and maintain mechanisms for regular monitoring of the village surveillance committees. 

· Recourse to child labor inside borders is a growing phenomenon. As a result, the action of village surveillance committees must be intensified on internal trafficking; 

· Actions for reintegration remain partial; they only aim at solving individual cases, and figures on children who have been reintegrated or helped in one way or another are very modest. 

According to the author, the vigilance and surveillance committees in Burkina Faso, which are based on the strong involvement of the provincial administration, have brought about stronger dynamics than in Benin and Mali where surveillance structures are based essentially on villagers who are not really conscious of their role. Most of the time, populations do not see any harm in entrusting their children to third parties since it is part of an educational social practice.  

To reduce the vulnerability of children, in both the short and long term, education and learning are the essential components of large scale prevention. All school-age children, including girls, must be enrolled. That implies the development of quality education in schools accessible to all, where children can learn in complete safety.

Families and communities must also play an important role in supporting the education of the child, by ensuring that he can attend lessons and stay in school as long as possible. When a child drops out of school or is taken out of school, or when geographical or other constraints make it difficult for him to attend, ways must be sought to offer him other options for learning.  It may be possible to consider informal education, for example in the form of evening classes, a course in a workshop, etc.
.  

On the legislative level, most countries in West and Central Africa have adopted laws and subscribed to international treaties banning work for young children.  However, the issue of children employed as domestic help falls outside national legislation.

Although child trafficking is unanimously recognized as a violation of the rights of the child, the legal device and the resources set up by the countries are still greatly insufficient when faced with the extent of the phenomenon and the ingenuity of smugglers who do not hesitate to corrupt policemen. In West and Central Africa, the vast increase in the number of intermediaries and migration/placement networks has taken place all the more easily due to the legal vacuum with regard to child trafficking and the inadequacy of institutional resources which limit the risk of legal action. 

 The control of internal movements and trans-border migrations is impeded by the lack of any means of border surveillance and the low rate of issuing identity documents for children (low rates of birth registration, high costs for issuing documents) which makes it difficult to determine the exact age of the child or his family link with the “guardian” or “relative” accompanying him. 

In terms of transnational cooperation, the Libreville platform organized by the International Labor Organization and UNICEF in 2000 is an important step for the development of common regional strategies. This cooperation, including State-to-State cooperation, must be reinforced in particular regarding borders. This implies that States will mobilize more human, material and financial resources.  

· Taking care of child victims 

The protection of children and their rehabilitation are the essential components of all programs to fight child trafficking and child labor. Children who are reintegrated into their original environment are often in need of lengthy medical and psychosocial care. They must rejoin school, active life, their family and their community. Taking care of victims covers several phases and calls for multiple skills in view of the physical, psychological, emotional and health trauma suffered, etc. 

It is important to know if the child’s family is involved in the exploitation process because the child’s life must be rebuilt in a way that will ensure his safety and survival, whether in his original community or elsewhere. In reinsertion programs for child trafficking victims, the International Organization for Migration puts ever-increasing emphasis on the psychological support to be provided to victims, especially for girls who have been taken into the prostitution circuit and for children who have been working in conditions of slavery 
. But very often, the capacity of NGO partners is limited in terms of   psychological support and the training of social workers is often not sufficiently centered on these questions. 

Whether the child victim is reintegrated into his original family or not, he must be able to benefit from all necessary assistance to work towards his future. One of the first steps lies in the recognition of his status as victim, both socially and judicially. Two other types of support can be worked on, depending on the age, experience and desire of the child: return to or access to education (formal, non-formal); integration in a qualifying professional training project, either through access to a protected job or in a formal framework of professional training, with assistance for setting up professionally. 

Children who are of minimum working age and who are working in conditions that are neither dangerous nor similar to one of the worst forms of work, have rights guaranteed by the Convention of the Rights of the Child. For children subjected to one of the worst forms of work and/or not of the minimum age, the final solution must be to “exit”. But pending the possibility of removing them safely, it is important to provide them with sufficient support by setting up a protection strategy consistent with the rights of children. 

· Child participation 

Since an introductory meeting in Bouaké (Côte d’Ivoire) in 1994, children and young African workers have formed associations with the support of the State services, churches and African NGOs. These associations are grouped together in the Mouvement Africain des Enfants et Jeunes Travailleurs (MAEJT) (African Movement for Children and Young Workers), the primary objective of which is the attainment of the human and socio-economic rights of children and young workers. Today the MAEJT comprises associations in 53 towns from 14 countries in West and Central Africa (Benin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Côte d’Ivoire, Gambia, Guinea Bissau, Guinea, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Democratic Republic of Congo, Senegal, Togo and Chad). 

This movement was formed by and is made up of children and young people who work as apprentices, domestic employees, small vendors, farm workers, etc. The MAEJT has identified 12 in the framework of child labor :  

· Right to obtain a professional qualification through training
· Right to stay in the village (‘not to emigrate’)
· Right to carry out activities safely
· Right to light and limited work  
· Right to sick leave
· Right to be respected
· Right to be heard
· Right to healthcare
· Right to learn to read and write
· Right to have fun, to play 
· Right to express oneself, to organize oneself
· Right to a fair appeal in case of problems 
Their actions are essentially based on listening to children in specially planned structures and in their usual environment. Information exchanged and common concerns constitute a base on which to build together. The role of adults involved is limited to making the job easier by providing training and advice and putting them into contact with the authorities or other spheres and sometimes by arbitrating in conflicts.

In addition to these “listening” sessions, actions are developed in order to train, promote literacy and provide leisure activities for children and young workers. Awareness programs for parents, children, traditional and state authorities and employers are also conducted.    

The capacities of children and young workers’ associations and movements must be developed and multiplied to increase the scope of their actions. Access to information for young workers must be made easier and strengthened: establish direct contacts with social workers and enable access to informal reception centers to allow them to realize the abuse they are victims of, on the one hand and the risks they run by being heard on the other, and to fully participate in finding solutions. 

II
Everyday violence against street children

The daily life of street children is often the same all around the world: children left to fend for themselves, children from country or town backgrounds come to swell the shanty towns of cities; deprived of everything, even of civil status, earning their right to exist at the price of begging, stealing and prostitution, escaping from their hopeless daily life through drugs. Even their most basic rights are flouted.  

Literature usually distinguishes two groups of children on the streets.  On the one hand children “in” the street who work in the streets but maintain connections with their home where they return in the evening. On the other hand, children “on” the street who have broken away from family and social ties and live on the street.

However, this classification covers a great variety of situations and there is continuing debate on how to define these children. It is difficult to put a figure on the number of street children. The lack of reliable and precise data comes in part from the difficulty in determining what a street child is. Consequently, one must take care in analyzing these figures as estimations vary from source to source. Whether there are 10 000 in Senegal, 15 000 in the Democratic Republic of Congo or 5 000 in Burkina Faso, the issues of the protection and prevention for these children are the same.   

Street children are the extreme indication of degradation in social relations and of exclusion. The phenomenon of street children is a social factor with few perceptible boundaries. In West and Central Africa, the number of these children seems to be increasing regularly due to a combination of factors such as the impoverishment of families, rapid urbanization, migration linked to conflict, increase in the number of orphans resulting from HIV/Aids or rural depopulation. 

There are many reasons for a child to be pushed out onto the street. According to associations and social workers in contact with these children, the reasons most frequently given are: physical and psychological mistreatment and sexual abuse; breakdown of the family and/or reconstruction of the family unfavorable to the child; need for adventure and independence.   

Any type of violence against children mentioned in the previous chapters can bring them to take “refuge” in the street.  In this way, they leave one sort of violence for another. Their departure from home is most frequently a “non-choice”: the child goes to live in the street in the absence of other alternatives to the violence he is facing. 

Much fewer girls flee their home for the street. Not that they are spared ill treatment or other conditions, which could justify their running away, but because, culturally, their existence is organized around domestic and family chores, which gives them much less opportunity to have any experience outside the home. In addition, they become much more attached to the private sphere than boys who are pushed outward to work and to socialize.  Girls living in the street are generally not visible and usually work as prostitutes. 

Street children live in appalling conditions. Many suffer from different sorts of illnesses. When they grow up, they will be illiterate or without professional experience if they survive the multiple forms of violence they are exposed to: violence amongst themselves, physical, psychological and sexual violence associated with their vulnerability and the search for ways of survival, police violence during raids, the violence of their social inexistence and lack of identity, etc. 

The child does not live on his own on the street. He joins a gang made up of other children and older youths.  It is thus easier as a group to confront everyday difficulties and answer basic needs. From an emotional point of view, the group compensates for the huge lack of affection suffered by the majority. The gang thus fills a gap and becomes a true alternative family. But “the rules of life” within the gangs can be terrible and destructive for children.  

Firstly, the adults or the oldest members of the gang are violent with the younger ones whom they are supposed to “protect”. The idea of protection is very ambiguous as they use the children for unlawful activities that may put them in danger and they sell them drugs. Regular use of drugs by street children enables them to take the edge off their hunger, lessen the pain of a wound, gain courage, take away the shame and to laugh and relax with their mates. 

Adults may also sexually abuse children. The influence of these adults is not necessarily positive but is, in all cases, very strong as the very survival of the child depends upon his relationship with them. These vulnerable children, out of school, and who are socially, economically and sexually exploited no longer have any respect for themselves.   

Violence amongst the children themselves can be very strong, in that they have lost all notion of what violence is. 

Police raids are a permanent source of threat and insecurity for street children. They can take place anywhere and at any time and most of the time are “rough”. The policemen destroy the place where the children are installed, including the few worldly goods they possess. If they are arrested, these young people run the risk of being beaten and sent to institutions for young offenders. 

Over and above the physical violence, street children are also victim to psychological violence related to their separation from the family, their exclusion from society and lack of affection. The street child suffers from stigmatization and his identity as a young adult is built on an extremely negative image of himself.

Moreover, children working in the street, particularly young girls (mobile vendors) are easy "prey" for people wishing to have sexual relations. Poor families who live only off small trade send their children to the towns with an amount of merchandise to sell before returning. These little foodstuff vendors pace up and down the streets and are also present at night near busy places and on main avenues. Surveys have revealed that some adults buy all their merchandise in order to spend time with them and sexually abuse them. Most of the time the abuser leaves the merchandise behind and the young girl can sell it again in the street. This type of practice is common in all countries in the region.   

Response strategies 

The increase in the number of street children shows that it is imperative to implement social and economic measures for the reduction of poverty for families and communities. In West and Central Africa, 17 countries have drawn up – or are in the process of doing so – Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSP) in order to become eligible for external financial support. Not one document takes the phenomenon of street children into account with measures to fight against this alarming situation. Advocacy at government level is necessary in order to take these underprivileged groups into account in national policies.  

This also means that a more important share of national budgets must be devoted to prevention and the protection of street children. More social workers must be trained (initial and continuing training) and resources made available must be proportional to the challenges to be taken up. 

Rehabilitating street children is a prerequisite for their social reintegration. It must be looked at from a multi-sectoral angle taking into account the children’s short-term and long-term needs. Street children cannot change their lifestyle overnight. It is important to plan long-term reinsertion programs to enable children to change progressively. 

Full consideration must be given to the questions of health, psychosocial monitoring, education and income generating activities in the reintegration issue. 

This furtive and shifting population is not often involved in existing programs. One of the difficulties of setting up support programs for street children is the importance of having a multidisciplinary approach and of facilitating their access to health services and to prevention programs. 

Organizations like ENDA Tiers Monde, Terre des Hommes or the Red Cross, who are working with street children, attempt to take children out of their street situation by going directly out to meet them and providing them with medical and psychosocial support. Whenever possible, they attempt a mediation with the child’s family in order for the child to return home. In addition, the child is offered a choice of schooling or specialized professional training. 

As part of the rehabilitation process, it is vital to let the child express himself and be heard in order to establish a relationship based on trust and to identify his expectations and capacities in order to direct him appropriately. 

It is important to increase the number of reception centers for children. These centers must provide a reassuring environment for children who can come when they would like to rest, eat, wash and participate in recreational activities. In West and Central Africa, there are not enough centers and those that exist do not often offer conditions adapted to the needs of children. Reception centers can only be attractive if they provide an environment at least as lively as the street, without the violence. The point is to propose activities corresponding to the variety of the children’s needs and skills.

Obstacles to reinsertion are inherent to the programs, their quality and appropriateness. There is often a gulf between what is offered to the child and the child’s demands. The child will only put himself into a reintegration project if he is convinced of the benefits he can derive from it. 

Observing and comprehending the inside dynamics of the groups of street children is essential.  That requires an important human, moral and financial investment as the social worker arrives in a world that he must first learn to decipher. The participation of former street children in reinsertion and rehabilitation programs is an important step that governments must support. Their past experience allows them to become actively involved in change. 

There is not just one alternative to help children leave the street; there are as many as there are personal stories. Educational and psychosocial components must be taken into account in order to optimize the chances of success.

Conclusion

Physical, psychological and sexual violence against children in West and Central Africa takes on multiple forms and is part of diverse economic, geographical, political, cultural and social contexts. It represents a danger for the child’s development and constitutes a violation of the rights of the child. 

The most vulnerable children in West and Central Africa must often face a multitude of risk situations which are dependent one on the other and who effects tend to cumulate.  Faced with the complexity of the situation for these children, it is important to develop an adapted, complete and multi-sectoral approach. 

Community participation is one of the major pillars of the prevention strategy in protection situations and includes the establishment and strengthening of community structures responsible for increasing the awareness of village populations and ensuring the surveillance and monitoring of high-risk situations. 

Developing appropriate responses to situations of protection for children in West and Central Africa meets with a certain number of obstacles and difficulties. One of the primary difficulties is that there are no national standards for taking care of children who are victims of violence and education systems do not answer the needs of families and children. Enrolment rates in the region are the lowest in the world and schools are not safe places for children. 

· Inadequate enforcement of the law

West and Central Africa became in February 1994 the first region in the world to ratify the Convention on the Rights of the Child. At the same time, most countries in the region ratified child protection-related Conventions. However, despite the ratification of international conventions and the introduction of reforms on harmonization of national and international laws, the region is still characterized by the inadequate implementation of such legislation. 

There is still an important gap between the recognition of laws at international level, their introduction in national legislation, their implementation at regulatory level and their enforcement at local level. Thus, setting up a legal framework to protect children is constrained by:   

· The often conflicting coexistence of various legislative, customary or religious laws: the law gives authority to customary law to regulate some areas and even codifies customary practices in some instances (personal status, succession) even if they may be contrary to some internationally recognized laws; 

· Malfunctioning and weaknesses of the judicial and police systems; 

· The weight of cultural, religious and traditional values;

· Weakness of social services operating alongside the judicial system

· Subsequent limited access to justice for people. 

· A problem of scale in response to protection problems

National responses in terms of protection in the region tend to target specific situations of children particularly at risk and are limited as such both in the scope of the responses and their scale. 

These approaches tend to restrict responses for protection and taking care of children to the short term rather than developing a long-term protective environment for all vulnerable children. 

Many associations and NGOs working directly with families and children, contribute to reinforcing the children’s protective environment. But their activities are limited geographically and their capacity for taking care of and monitoring children victims of violence remains limited.

· Limited capacity of ministries in charge of protection

The reinforcement of the protective environment for children in West and Central Africa, implemented within the framework of a close partnership with government and non-government structures, comes up against a certain amount of structural constraints:

· Structural weakness of Ministries in charge of the protection of children, who are the poor relatives in terms of budget allocations and qualified personnel;  

· Lack of political involvement for the protection of children and recognition of their rights. State structures for ensuring care and reinsertion are almost nonexistent in the different countries of the region;

· Specific constraints linked to the multi-sectoral dimension of protection which is not always echoed in the mechanisms of cooperation between ministries;

· High rate of personnel turnover threatening the permanence of supports already set up. 

· Lack of documentation on protection situations  

In terms of protection of children, documentation and data collecting for analysis and monitoring are central. In order to combat the different forms of violence against children, it is essential to have a good understanding of the causes, and the role and place of the child in the family, community and society. This work very often comes up against the sensitive, hidden or clandestine nature of some forms of violence. 

The region of West and Central Africa, more than any other region, is characterized by the lack or incomplete nature of data. Information collected to present on the questions of protection is the result of isolated and limited initiatives. It is patchy both in the analysis of processes and situations and in the evaluation of their scope. The data available does not reflect progress over time of protection situations or the social-spatial dynamics characteristic of the region. 

The little attention given to developing indicators for measuring the processes of changes in attitude and behavior related to protection, does not make it possible to measure the impact of action taken. Ongoing studies are not well documented and have not yet been systematically analyzed in order to develop operational models and identify “good practices” to be disseminated.

Apart from the fact that many questions related to violence against children are still taboo in the region, those that are widely debated at national or local level thanks to awareness campaigns can still meet with resistance or indifference from populations and from those who are in charge of their application.    

· Limited involvement of the media 

The national media (press, radio, television) in West and Central Africa have an important role to play in prevention and must be used as a relay to increase awareness and inform populations of violent practices, which are harmful for children’s health and development.  

Now, very often, the media are confronted with two obstacles that cannot be ignored when designing strategies. On the one hand, there are very few professionals specialized in the issues relating to the phenomenon of violence against children (and so of protection); which is a major constraint in the quest for appropriation and handling of sensitive matters. On the other hand, the economic environment of press organs is very fragile. Press owners attach very little importance to news items on society. Which means that rape, abuse and violence are handled as simple “news items”. They are not subject to in-depth investigations that would reveal the different networks and highlight the scale of the scourge.  

· Emerging but insufficient child participation

For more than a decade, with the adoption of the United Nations Convention on the rights of the child, initiatives taking into consideration the child’s word have significantly increased in West and Central Africa. 

Youth associations and movements are starting to spring up and children are becoming actively involved in development and their own protection against violence.  The personal and psychological benefits of child participation are explicit: children who engage in a process of participation and effort develop greater self-respect and self-confidence, as well as greater self-assurance.  This helps them to recognize forewarnings of danger and to act in a preventive manner for themselves and other children.   

For children outside these movements and who are victims of violence, it is essential to go out and meet them and enable them have access to information, advice and basic social services in order to help them make the best possible decisions for their personal situation and to take care of them.  
On family, community and judiciary system levels, the distance to be covered for the recognition of the value of the child’s word still seems great.

Poverty reduction activities are placed at every level: family, community, national, regional and international.  It is the responsibility of all to protect children and ensure their rights are respected as set out in the Convention on Children’s Rights.  Advocacy is necessary at a political level in order to place the protection of the child at the heart of government priorities. The personal commitment of the President or the Head of Government on questions of protection has significant impact on the progress of protection on the political agenda and in the development of targeted policies. 
 





Notes 

Violence against children


At family level


At community level 


At institutional level


At work





Partnerships





Reinforce interagency partnerships and partnerships with NGOs


Reinforce exchange of information on impacts of actions


Reinforce the capacities of associations and children’s movements





Prevention / care





Establish reference services where children can go in order to to be heard and receive medical, health, psychosocial and legal assistance etc. 


Train  and significantly increase the number of social workers


Reinforce mobilization and training of health personnel in terms of reproductive health 


Ensure free care and medical certificates for child victims of violence


Develop monitoring mechanisms for rehabilitated children 











Reinforce situation analysis, particularly on :





Enabling factors for family violence 


The consequences of conflicts on traditional social support mechanisms 


Violence in refugee camps  


Corporal punishment in schools








Legislative measures  





-  Accompany behaviour changes by legislative measures


-  Encourage States to ratify conventions 


-  Involve decentralized authorities in application of laws 


-  Inform and support MPs 


-  Support actions to encourage birth registration














Communities





Increase youth participation 


Involve ALL the communities in behaviour changes: men, women, children, traditional and religious leaders 


Support communities in developing prevention actions 








Awareness/media


  


Inform, increase awareness and mobilize families, communities and authorities to problems of violence through radio, newspapers, discussions, traditional or artistic forms of expression  


Reinforce advocacy on fighting violence against children 


Translate the CRC into national languages, disseminate and explain it 


Train journalists 


Fight stigmatisation








Fight against child labour and trafficking





Fight against poverty








Violence against children


At family level


At community level


At institutional level


At work





Training of those in contact with the children





Reinforce training of social workers, health workers, policemen, etc. on questions related to violence against children ; 


Place emphasis on psychosocial training and monitoring of children victims of violence, particularly sexual violence and that linked to the worst forms of work











Justice





- Facilitate complaint procedures; put legal assistance at the disposal of child victims 


   (and their parents) ; 


Reinforce mechanisms for application of the law : increase the number and training 


   of judges for children, facilitate the work of inspectors and social workers ;


- Support the repression of guilty parties and promote recognition of the right  to compensation for child victims


-  Facilitate children’s statements in non-traumatic conditions


Develop alternative measures to imprisonment for the young


Train police and brigades for the protection of minors on the rights


      of the child


Protect minors in prison











Education 





Develop quality education in schools where children will be protected ;


Ensure that administrative sanctions and penalties 


are made against national education personnel who 


take unfair advantage of their position of authority ;


- 	Develop protection committees in schools ; 


Establish a code of conduct within schools for  


teachers and pupils.





Develop professional opportunities for working children, street children, children in conflict with the law ;


Promote access to school and survival rate for girls ;


Improve teaching conditions in Koranic schools ;


Establish minimum norms for children’s education in Koranic schools.
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