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On behalf of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child I first like to use this opportunity to express our deep appreciation for the initiative of the Women’s World Summit Foundation to mobilize the international and national NGO’s and others in marking November 19 as the World Day for Prevention of Child Abuse.

The global picture of the plight of children is grim and disturbing. Millions of children are the victims of a wide variety of abuses, some of which go beyond our imagination. The individual damage for the child often lasts for the rest of her/his life, the loss of human potential   is hard to measure and the costs run most likely in the billions of dollars per year.

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child contains various provisions, reflecting the reality of the many forms of abuse of children, calls for effective prevention, for protection of children and for measures of intervention, recovery and reintegration (see art. 19, 32-37, 38 and 39).

To underscore the seriousness of the problem the Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC Committee) devoted two of its consecutive annual Days of Discussion to Violence against Children, the one in 2000 on State Violence against Children and the one in 2001 on Violence against Children within the family and in schools. Both Days of Discussion resulted in two sets of recommendations and the request for an international study on violence against children. This study is currently underway and is headed by Mr Pinheiro, the international expert appointed by the S-G Kofi Annan. He will tell you more about this study.

In the Concluding Observations issued by the CRC Committee one can find for every State Party recommendations for further actions regarding the various forms of child abuse.

In the context of to-day’s meeting I will limit myself to some observations on the prevention of child abuse within the family.

First and foremost the CRC requires (art. 19, para 2) that States Parties establish social programmes to provide necessary support for the child and for those who have the care of the child. This support is meant to contribute to the prevention of child abuse and should therefore target the possible causes of this abuse. This includes inter alia and in line with the obligations under art. 18, para 2 + 4 that the State Parties develop institutions, facilities and services for the care of children, with particular attention for children of working parents. In this regard one can also refer to art. 26: the right of the child to benefit from social security and to art. 27: the right to an adequate standard of living which requires that States Parties in case of need should provide the parents (or other caretakers) with material assistance and support programmes, particularly with regard to nutrition, clothing and housing.

In short, the CRC calls for a social policy regarding parental support and assistance which is not only comprehensive but also very concrete (food, cloths, housing) and creates a society in which child abuse becomes less likely/unlikely to occur.

But prevention of child abuse is not only a matter of attitude, a matter of respect for the child’s worth and dignity. In that regard the acceptability of corporal punishment in a society is an indicator for the quality of child abuse and prevention.

The credibility of politicians or other authorities who preach the importance of prevention of child abuse but at the same time accept that beating  children is  - under circumstances – a good and necessary tool for disciplining them, is at best “ZERO” The Committee has recommended and continues to recommend States Parties to prohibit and abolish the practice of corporal punishment.

Progress has been made, both in terms of legal measures and in terms of implementation. The number of States Parties that still use spanking or flogging in the juvenile justice system as a court ordered sanction for children in conflict with the law or as a disciplinary measure in juvenile detention centres is small and becoming smaller. A considerable number of States Parties are now explicitly in the law or in decrees prohibiting the use of corporal punishment in schools. 

But the explicit legal prohibition is in itself not enough to change the attitude and practice of, for instance, teachers. In some countries teachers were the strongest opponents of the abolition of what they consider a necessary, indispensable tool in correcting and disciplining children. It did seem like they felt powerless without this tool.

The legal prohibition should be fully and effectively implemented. Information and education for e.g. teachers, professionals working in institutions and others, is necessary, not as a one time event, but permanently. This also applies for parents and the children themselves. They often believe that tough disciplining (incl. corporal punishment) is necessary and good. Some parents even encourage or support teachers in tough disciplining. 

It is also important to establish a simple but effective procedure for the filing of complaints if corporal punishment continues to be practiced. A procedure in which efforts are made to mediate and reconcile, but in which disciplinary and/or criminal law sanctions are possible and if necessary applied.

The prohibition has no preventive effects if it is not implemented and it does not change  attitudes if that implementation does not come with systematic information and education about the negative and lasting consequences of violence against children, including the often as rather innocent described corporal punishment.

The greatest challenge is however the prevention of child abuse in the family. It is a very disturbing fact and one of the greatest tragedies of the human kind that millions of children, often at a very vulnerable age, are seriously abused (physically, mentally and/or sexually) by those they trust and are depending on, by those who are supposed to be loving and caring parents, relatives or other caretakers. 

In the more serious cases of abuse the criminal law process (investigation, prosecution, conviction) will result in punishment of the perpetrator. But the so-called lighter forms of abuse, in particular corporal punishment, rarely results in a punishment under the criminal code because the justice system accepts that “reasonable chastisement” is not a crime, on the contrary that it is a right or even a duty “not to spare the rod” because it will “spoil the child”. It has been and still is the opinion of the Committee that every form of violence in the upbringing of children, both outside and inside the family, should explicitly be prohibited and that this includes corporal punishment. That prohibition could be placed in the criminal law but it could also be part of the civil code, in particular the section on parental responsibilities, rights and duties. The purpose of the prohibition is not in the first place to punish the parents and/or criminalize their behaviour, but to set a standard and to work on the acceptance and full implementation of that standard: any form of violence in the upbringing of children is wrong and bad. That standard is based on the right of the child – which is similar to that of very adult – to have her physical integrity, her dignity and worth respected.

Only if all adults do fully respect this right we will succeed in preventing child abuse.

