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    "Where after all do children’s rights begin? In small places, close to home, so close and so small that they cannot be seen on any maps of the world … the neighborhood they live in. Those are the places where every man, woman and child look for equal justice, equal opportunities, equal dignity, without any discrimination whatsoever. Unless these rights have meaning there, they have little meaning anywhere."
Eleanore Roosevelt

Promoting a Culture of Respect for Children’s Rights: 

The Roles of the Family, the State, Civil Society and the Media 

    The culture of respect for children’s rights is built upon the history of the general movement on behalf of human, civil, political, economic and social rights, and particularly upon the adoption of specialized conventions and laws addressing those age groups, which provides for the legal framework that gives rise to the enforcement of children’s rights in the various countries in the Americas. 

     Although all Latin American countries have ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the generation of a right-based culture shows uneven levels of development in each country, as some of them still do not count on the required legal framework and most which do, experience a huge lag between the contents of legal provisions and the actual living conditions of children, thus requiring all social actors –according to the political and legal framework in each country– to devote their efforts to become acquainted with, promote, implement and assess right enforcement in the different territories or regions that are part of their countries. 

      It might be said that children’s rights as such are included in the political, juridical, academic and programmatic platforms in every country in the continent; this suggests a significant progress that strengthens this agenda and the advocacy of human rights (García Méndez, 2003), but in the daily experience of children, either in family, institutional or community contexts, translating statements into concrete practice has been and keeps being difficult. In other worlds, legal frameworks are necessary but not enough, because a right-based culture in a continent that is characterized by inequity, cultural and geographical diversity and dependence, is subject to components other than legal frameworks and fight against poverty, and requires new forms of approaching and promoting children’s rights. 

1.  A culture of respect for children’s rights 

      Consequently, the dissemination and enforcement of children’s rights in daily practice, at home, in educational centers and communities –which are their immediate environments– is still a challenge to be faced by the countries, mainly concerning the organization or structure(s) required as well as the assignment of political priority to children’s rights, for the final purpose of turning such structures into properly funded programmatic realities.   

       The generation of a right-based culture obliges all social actors to assume an active and sustainable commitment vis-à-vis these population sectors. Scientific information shows with increasing clarity that, from the physiological-neurological to the social-cultural contexts, children’s early years of life are the basic grounds for the construction of individual and collective personalities in an ongoing interaction between personal and social factors. 

      The actual experience of democracy, equity, justice, peace, solidarity and human development values will be achieved when such conditions become a part of children’s lives, because, if they experience different realities as often happens, they cannot be requested to effectively apply those values in their lives when they become youth or adults. 

       In other words, the doctrine of integral protection should translate into “integral care” in the full meaning of such term, addressing all children with no exclusion whatsoever and including children from the highest socioeconomic strata who will be responsible, as adults, for decision-making affecting the lives of thousands of persons and whose education should also be a reason for the concern of human right advocates. 

      Economic restrictions experienced by most countries in the region usually make child care to be considered as a matter of targeted policies and services in order to “put out a fire” (child labor, abandonment, sexual abuse, sexual exploitation); several organizations and institutions have contributed to this approach while, instead, the enforcement of children’s rights firstly depends upon having a family able to provide them the conditions required for their integral development, and secondly, upon the existence of a state securing, as a whole, the access to quality services and foremost to opportunities for developing their potential. 

       If such “basic package” could be provided for, it would be the basis to achieve the enforcement of rights and would involve a decline in the severe problems of negligence, maltreatment and all forms of abuse that presently summon so many meetings, committees and seminars and on which we are still loosing the battle.  

      The ignorance on children’s development in their various contexts and their potential has led to consider the attention to basic health and education needs as adequate, and to believe that child issues are thus solved, but from their perspective their rights to have a family, to play, to truly learn, to be somebody, require services and programs of a psycho-social nature that do not exist in most countries, or if they do, they only encompass small groups.     

       That is, integral development involves everybody and every child according to each age group, with their own characteristics, rights, problems and potential in every and each area of development, as well as at all the intervention levels that are required for right enforcement.   

      Although rights are essentially indivisible, their enforcement varies according to age; therefore, both rights and responsibilities and adequate practices (adequate to age, environments and personal characteristics of children) should be analyzed and widely disseminated. In some contexts, the right-based approach is accepted in principle, but basically it is not fully understood by parents, teachers, and basic service personnel who are in direct contact with children and should therefore enforce and respect such rights in daily life.  

     On the other hand, “lost opportunities” ceased to be mentioned a long time ago, but they keep being a cruel reality in the lives of millions of children. Lost opportunities accrue and become expressions of violence that are unfortunately deemed to be the responsibility of who are actually not responsible for. 

    One example is the right of children to participate, which is still more an expression of wishful thinking than a reality that threatens the adult world; no professional definition has been given on the participation degree that a 3 or 4-year old child should have as compared to a 11-12 or 15-16-year old one, a situation that also arises in the concept of gradual autonomy.  

      The participation right is an issue requiring a broad conceptual development in order to become something else than a mere statement and to be applied from the perspective of law, role prominence, commitment and responsibility involved in participation. On the other hand, it children do not experience their rights and do not have a direct participation in their generation they will hardly apply them in the future. The same is valid for gradual autonomy which requires a link to existing scientific information on development in order to determine what is actually known about such process and which are the gaps and shortcomings that should be investigated in order to make it effective.   

     One further aspect for consideration in creating a right-based culture consists of the differences associated to residing in either urban or rural environments, to belong to indigenous communities, to be immigrants, refugees, or be related to marginal, conflicting or other type of groups. The cosmic vision of human groups and their perception of their own rights define their starting point in this process; to ignore or to intend “mass-disseminating” a movement of such nature will only contribute to generate social resistance that will be difficult to overcome.  

      The previous analysis allows for concluding that the creation of a right-based culture requires an inter-disciplinary approach where practitioners of the various disciples should not only master the specific features of children and adolescents but should also acknowledge that to be able to generate a right-based culture the political, juridical, sociological, historical, anthropological, biological, psychological and educational aspects should interact in a dynamic and permanent manner. But such inter-disciplinary work requires new visions of reality, to “de-structure” those approaches that have proven to be ineffective for reading, interpreting and building up the real situation of children. The effective and binding integral care and protection of children requires so.     

2.  The family role 

     When promoting a right-based culture, the major and key role is performed by the family as the immediate, responsible and irreplaceable environment that provides for the material, emotional, containing and social conditions of children. For children, the right to have and develop within a family is the most influential ingredient of their upbringing and growth. 

     The material and structural context of child evolution develops within the home framework, and although some significant individual differences exist as to the response of each individual under age within the family context, the socioeconomic level provides for the lower and upper limits of the access to some goods, services, resources and benefits, thus defining the physical environment for their development. This physical environment has a highly relevant influence but it is not a determining factor in itself, except for those situations of extreme poverty where basic needs are not met.   

       It should be made clear that many poor families provide adequate care to their children in the emotional and stimulation areas, which are vital for their development. These conditions, together with poverty, become elements of severe risk when adults attempt transferring their responsibilities to children. When such elements, inside and outside the family, are combined, the physical, mental and emotional integrity of children is placed at risk. Likewise, the younger the children, the greater the risk of being affected by problems associated to be in the street, to drop-out education, to be uncontained at home an others that give place to the initial indicators of future problems. 

    Besides the socioeconomic elements, the various family structures and their direct interaction with their dynamics also have a significant impact on children’s rights enforcement.  For reasons of space and time, it would be worthwhile to note only the case of children who grown without a fatherly image, due to either divorce or separation, abandonment, the mother’s non acceptance or because a person is deemed to be able of assuming the whole responsibility. Children have the final say on this issue.  

     Thus, as the family represents the major environment where children develop, parents have a critical influence on the child’s self-image, his/her feeling of safety, capability and self-confidence. Parents are also models that promote or repress aggression and teach the means for channeling or expressing frustration and aggressive impulse (León, 2002).  Their affection and discipline become vital elements for the creation of a human person. On the other hand, the environment where families develop is a fundamental element that sets their living pace, stress level, competence and/or solidarity that are learnt by children. The family creates the child’s first grounds of safety, affection, belonging, self-control, capacity, respect and –as a by-product– self-esteem. 

    On the other hand, the dynamics and function of the family establish conditions that restrict or promote the rights and participation of children. The most democratic families are able to promote basically positive interactions and approach conflicts with a constructive perspective for the search of solutions with the less possible damage to family members. According to APA (2002), in other families where all types of violence and indifference prevail, the most useful and practical strategy currently available is to identify risk and resilience factors in order to understand who should be targeted by preventive efforts and how the protective and resilient factors in that family can be promoted.

    At present, one further key element in the family environment is represented by children’s access to media and technology. This occurs because access to media is extremely controlled and restricted in educational contexts. This access represents an opportunity and a benefit for the mental and educational development when it is adequately addressed by the parents; nevertheless, research shows that, in spite of the awareness on the increased violence generated by TV, most parents monitor neither the time nor the kind of shows seen by children. When the environment is positive and constructive, the impact of thousands of hours of shows promoting violence, consumerism and inappropriate sex approaches have not such a significant effect due to the existence of other models, guidance, explanations and opportunities. But when the child’s main teacher is TV, videogames or Internet there is an exponential increase of possible problems.  

   In this period of change and dynamic evolution of the family as the entity that has the greater influence on children it is necessary to support families according to the same principles that govern children’s rights: universally, integrally, with no discrimination and privileging the best interests of children. 

    Finally, the new family visions being presently built up have taken to questioning ranging from “the family’s death” to the “return to traditional family”. The emergence of new roles according to sex and gender, the dynamics of modern life and the new demands of labor represent an environment that can eventually generate new family forms or involve a gradual questioning of the family capability to fulfill its role. The new approaches will require creativity, innovation and options in order to ensure a right and peace-based culture within a threatening environment.  

    “Therefore, the family in all its forms should be strengthened and turned into a space for the generation of democratic and equitable societies that enable mankind to achieve what has not been possible in centuries of history: the eradication of poverty and misery, the abolishment of all types of injustice and the establishment of a culture of human rights” (Mauras, Minujin and Perczec, 1998).

3.  The state responsibility 

   This is how the state responsibility to its citizens is defined according to the political and juridical model in each country. Nevertheless, in the case of children who are unable to live independently, every state should assume a set of commitments, the summary of which was provided for by consensus in the Convention.  

    State responsibilities on subsistence, protection, participation and development of children are clearly established in that legal document that is binding for all signatory countries. 

     Among its key assignments, the state is responsible for designing and monitoring universal public policies and to ensure access to quality services in order to enforce rights and promote the integral development of children who reside in that country. In such connection there is a particular responsibility of audit and prompt and timely response aimed to achieve an ongoing progress of the coverage and quality of services offered throughout the regions in the countries and to delete the existing differences between public and private health and education services which are the evidence of discrimination, as well as the initial differences among children whose parents are able to afford services and those who must resort to public services. In such sense, the promotion of quality services, in the broadest meaning of the concept, is the most difficult challenge for states. 

   One further state responsibility is to ensure families socioeconomic and psycho-social support and guidance, as clearly provided for in the Preamble to the Convention where the family is defined “as the fundamental group of society and the natural environment for the growth and well-being of all its members and particularly children, and should be afforded the necessary protection and assistance so that it can fully assume its responsibilities within the community” (Preamble, Convention on the Rights of the Child, 2003).   

      To ensure the necessary resources and services for education, prevention and the establishment of suitable conditions for the development and best interests of children is one of the most difficult challenges for the countries in the region, where fiscal situation is inadequate to comply with the requirements of a society –including children– that is increasingly aware and demanding of its rights. Whatever countries may invest in providing quality basic services will lead to a better human development of their population, but also to savings in containment and rehabilitation services. That is, any investment in early life will result in a better development of people and consequently in less social problems (Carnegie Corporation, 1994).  

      As provided for by the Inter-American Court of Human Rights (2002) “the provisions contained in the Convention on the Rights of the Child allow for concluding that children’s rights not only require the state to abstain from undue interference in the children’s private or family relations, but also, according to the circumstances, to adopt positive measures in order to ensure the exercise and full enjoyment of their rights. This requires, among others, the adoption of economic, social and cultural measures. In particular, the Committee on the Rights of the Child has emphasized in its first general comment the relevance of the right to education. In fact, it is especially education which will allow for the gradual overcoming of children’s vulnerability. Likewise, the state, in its capacity as responsible for common wealth, should equally preserve the key role that family plays in child protection and provide assistance from the public power to the family through the adoption of measures promoting family as a unit (page 31). 

    Therefore, taking into account the various intervention levels involved, target populations and principles governing the movement that advocates children’s rights, each state is in the first place responsible for offering all children quality basic services and in the second place, for preventing risk factors and vulnerability that may affect them and cause subsequent sequel. This includes meeting basic needs, citizen safety and the prevention of natural disasters, non involvement in armed conflicts and the open fight against all forms of violence. 

    As it will be seen below, the latter case includes monitoring the media that convey messages infringing the provisions in the Convention and several national Codes, which, as clearly demonstrated, contribute to either actual or latent increased violence.   

     Likewise, in the case of children whose rights are not respected, particularly due to poverty conditions and all forms of violence inside and outside the family, the state is responsible for protecting their physical, mental and emotional integrity with dignity, as well as restoring such rights and elimination risk and vulnerability conditions by offering families and children the possibility of moving ahead.   

     The state, if acting consistently with the spirit of the Convention and its principles, is also responsible for offering every child opportunities to develop his/her potential; thus, it is necessary to count on a policy going beyond the attention to vulnerability or problems in order to respect children’s right to the utmost development of their potential.  

    Many states in the continent have made progress in the area of child care, but country statistics, news and observations allow for concluding that such progress still has not the impact to which children are entitled. 

     The fulfillment of these roles by the state requires a space for children at the highest political level, either in Government Councils or Parliaments or Congresses, where a clear and updated policy should be implemented for the benefit of that population sector. From a different perspective, according to García (2004) the state should count on a “regulatory social authority” responsible for designing social plans and policies, ruling on technical, administrative and financial general issues, and implementing regulation and surveillance. 

     Nevertheless, whatever may be the model or models for making it operational, the creation of properly coordinated, systemic and, above all, adequately funded structures is absolutely indispensable. Otherwise, these conditions will only remain in a piece of paper.   

4.  The role of civil society 

    As children are the responsibility of all actors within society, that part of the society called “civil” or more specifically “non state” plays a key role in the generation of a right-based culture as an actor that supplements the efforts of the state, strengthens families and communities, and privileges children’s integral development, with a special performance at the promotional, educational and preventive levels in the area of rights. This is due to the fact that in most countries the responsibility for the protection of children in high risk conditions implies the state participation and decision-making, although civil society entities may cooperate as a form of support.  
4a. Non governmental organizations 

   Non governmental organizations perform a significant task for the advocacy and assurance of rights and in several countries have assumed a very important role in connection with their awareness, monitoring and surveillance. 
    As stated by Balbis (2001) in an interesting analysis on the role of NGOs, “during the last three decades the importance of NGOs within the ambit of development and cooperation has remarkably increased. Throughout the world, these organizations have gained visibility, recognition and legitimacy vis-à-vis the governments, organizations and international agencies, the media and the general public, not only due to their action in the area of humanitarian assistance but also to their increasing participation in development and social regulation in a way similar to the state and the private sector” (page 1). 

    According to this author there is some debate on their role combining praises and questioning on the reasons for their activism and their representation capacity, and on occasions they are considered as dangerous groups that struggle for their own space and leadership. Balbis adds (2001):  “Nevertheless, and beyond every critic or debate on their action, there is no doubt that NGOs are a major expression of the strength of civil society and a key piece in any participatory development strategy, in spite of the many questions which may arise on their role, representation capacity and sustainability with the present context in Latin American and the Caribbean” (page 2).

    Within the framework of these organizations, which have different coverage, funding systems and objectives, there are several ambits where the participation of NGOs may significantly enrich the generation of a right-based culture for children. 

    One of them is the advocacy of children’s rights that these organizations undertake through lobbying, especially at legislative level, and through the promotion of laws for the benefit of children. 

    Another ambit relates to the increased promotion of rights within the community context where most of these organizations act. The development of activities with children, educators, leaders and other community members for the purpose of educating and promoting rights consists of a most relevant work, particularly taking into account the current government limitations to cover all communities. 

    One further role of importance performed by NGOs relates to monitoring the enforcement of rights within their own services, especially when providing direct child care. Several NGOs count on care centers, shelter homes or child centers where their major responsibility is to watch over the actual and full enforcement of children’s rights by means of the assessment of their progress in the various areas of human development. Most of them still do not count on clear evaluation policies or systematic records on the enforcement of children’s rights, particularly on their right to return to their families as soon as possible following their separation. 

     On the other hand, due to their nature and their networking organization in several countries in the region, NGOs are able to perform a significant role in training their own personnel and providing the general population, professional groups and others the training required to promote their ongoing development on the enforcement of children’s rights. Networking allows them for multiplying their resources and creating spaces, according to their specific nature, for research, knowledge input and shared best practices and experience. 

     One further action ambit of NGOs that, although sometimes gives rise to problems, should be maintained for the sake of transparency, quality and right enforcement demands, relates to the monitoring and report of irregular situations affecting children.   Under proper rules of the game, such actions may contribute to identify high risk situations, to report them and to promote resource allocation for their solution. Perhaps the most relevant fact in this connection is that their participation in these processes may lead to constructive positions and projections, both in general society and in the media where they often have access and show to be credible.   

    Likewise, their coordinated work with the government sector is essential because, although in some countries relations between both on occasions undergo difficult times, it keeps being necessary for the purpose of the effective compliance with the commitment of children’s right enforcement and the generation of a culture ensuring it, as well as for find the was to develop a joint work. Shared responsibility on child issues requires so.  

     Finally, and in order to elucidate Balbis’ questioning (2001), the NGOs are responsible for showing transparency, ethics and effectiveness in all their activities for the benefit of children. To become involved in child advocacy implies in all sectors the assumption of responsibilities and ethic principles which all of us –civil society and governments– are bound to comply with beyond the provisions contained in the laws, due to the nature itself of the holders of monitored rights. 

4b.   The role of the churches  

     Through their summoning power, churches may strengthen their commitment to these population sectors, and train their own staff in order to promote a positive and constructive vision of children. 

     Beyond the specific creeds to be practiced in each church, the possibility of summoning the promotion of the spiritual, religious and moral development of people should not disregard child issues. With the proper guidance of right promoters, these spaces may turn into a strong driver of this movement. 

     In order to achieve it a clear positioning within each church’s concept, its principles and convictions on children may be of great importance. It might be said that they emerge both from situations where a deep respect for children is shown, and those where the notion of children puts them at risk of being subject to maltreatment or abuse. However, in all cases people working for the promotion of rights are responsible for generating, together with church leaders, the desired right-based culture and promoting gradual changes in any case justifying so. 
    The extent of participation and commitment on child-related issues differs from one church to the other and from one country to the other; as churches have a great influence on the way of thinking and acting, the joint creation with them of spaces of consensus –as small as they may be– on those aspects where children’s rights should be given due weight. 

      Much of this can be achieved through awareness and training on human development, risk and protective factors affecting children, as well as on other topics that may come a place for encounter of leaders, preachers and other church members. 

      Once some consensus points are reached, church-performed activities with the participation of children may become a space for the promotion of rights, human development and a culture of respect for rights and peace. 

       On the other hand, churches in many countries offer the families support services and programs, either in their own training programs or in other activities, including in some cases socioeconomic contributions. Within such contexts, and going back to the importance that family has for children, the efforts made by the churches to contribute to peace and home harmony is a highly influential factor for the improvement of children’s living standards. 

    More recently, and together with the development of communication and technological means, churches have also created spaces –strongly influential and even at international level in some cases– from which messages are permanently conveyed to families. Through such means the churches may significantly contribute to the generation of a right-based and peace culture. 

4.c.  The role of universities 

     Universities, in their capacity as centers of academic development, should also play a key role as entities providing information, know-how and reflection on child issues, as well as be directly responsible for the “professionalization” of their care in each of their various disciplines. 

      In the first place, and by nature, university centers, may significantly contribute to develop awareness on rights and privilege children’s development through research, either performed in a more structured way under the form of research programs or as student’s works which often seek for child-related issues but usually are not properly guided as to the right-based approach. 

    Likewise, both public and private universities can participate in design, implementation, development and evaluation processes of new methodologies for preventing situations that are detrimental of children’s rights as well as providing attention for the problems that require urgent solution. Contributions to public or private institutions for the purpose of enhancing service quality and effectiveness will result in and wider and better enforcement of children’s rights. 

    One further key aspect on which universities can and should play a fundamental role is the training of professionals on the various disciplines who should eventually provide services to children. Universities train professionals who not only will be fathers and mothers but most of them will also provide direct services to children. In such connection, an analysis of Pentium, curricula or study plans is required in order to determine how children’s rights can be included. 

      Such disciplines as education and psychology include these areas, although not always with a right-based approach; thus, it would be worthwhile to review them according to such principle. It is also difficult to include new topics in school programs that are already overloaded; nevertheless, universities could offer extra-curricular or optional courses on child and adolescent-related areas. That is the case in such fields as medicine, law, dentistry, social work, sociology, nursing, nutrition and others, where both students and professors might benefit from additional courses on right enforcement in their practice and professional work.    

       The ideal would be for such courses to gradually become regular careers. This will be achieved subject to the sensitiveness, training and motivation enabling those who conduct such courses to involve professors and students in the advocacy of children’s rights. Thus, and similarly to some countries, this continent might eventually count on careers focused on children’s rights. 

       Therefore, the purpose for including children’s rights in the academic world is intended to ensure the professional care of children, either in classrooms or offices of physicians and dentists, but also in the design of communities, household, services, schools or leisure areas, as well as in the dissemination of information on children arising from any academic discipline. 

      Universities can also perform key roles in practical works that most students must carry out during their training process. An exchange of experience may be for the benefit of both university students and children, because, while university students may offer a wide range of input to promote children’s potential, they can also learn a lot from children if properly guided and oriented and having their actions framed in a right-based approach.  

        An additional area where universities can provide a significant cooperation in creating a right-based culture is the production and dissemination on related material both at the educational level –children-oriented– and in the organization of academic activities for the discussion of rights and their enforcement as well as children’s situation in each country or region. This includes the awareness of children’s rights at the university campus because university staff should be the first to be consciously and clearly informed on the application of this approach vis-à-vis their own families and children. 

         Finally, and last but not least, one further aspect is that universities might serve as the space for reflection, analysis and generation of new proposals dealing with child-related issues and the action of institutions involved. Although it is true that in recent years efforts have been made to deal with problems related to these population sectors, the progress and achievements of such programs and services have been quite limited or have had a poor coverage. By nature, universities may act as “think-tanks” on such issues and generate new approaches. 

Child programs, especially those which deal with difficult problems, require fresh air, innovation and methodologies more consistent with the actual situation of children and families, more closely related to their present living standards and able to meet their needs, rights and potential.   

     A joint and coordinated work of the university sector and institutions working on child issues might bring about results in the short and medium term which would strengthen the right-based culture and provide significant options in order to improve the integral protection required by children in the countries in the continent. 

4.d.   The private sector 

      In many countries, the private sector, understanding as such the productive sector and all its components, has kept aside child issues, except for the funding and support of activities proposed by the sector itself.

Business groups, unions, worker organizations, and associations of producers of various goods also have role to perform, not only as active participants in production, employment, training, promotion of worker’s rights and other issues according to their respective nature, but also as part of the society: they are social agents able to be significant influential from their respective fields of action. 

    At the entrepreneurial level in the productive sector, the private sector performs a key role concerning the responsibility for the social well being of their employees and their families.  It may also perform a role to determine how social investment should be made in their countries in their capacity as taxpayers who usually fund social programs. 
     In such sense, practitioners who typically work in the child area should learn how to negotiate and act vis-à-vis the productive sector in order to make it assume a more leading role contributing to consolidate a culture of equity, rights and peace. 

     On the other hand, although those of us who work with a right-based approach may not necessarily accept to consider persons as “human capital”, we should acknowledge that such approach facilitates the access of the productive sector to proposals aimed to strengthening the state investment and their own on children, and demonstrates that, the highest children’s integral development is, the best will be their future productive performance. In such connection, scientific data are conclusive as to the impact of adequate encouragement and attention programs in early life and their impact in adolescent years and during their insertion into the adult and productive world. 

     One further task to be promoted is training on rights, so that the productive sector may be increasingly aware of its role on issues related to poverty, marginality, underemployment, child labor and adolescent exploitation at work. The promotion of children’s rights and the importance of reinforcing their development among employees and the general public by means of campaigns and other awareness means is also a role that can be more intensively performed that at present by the various agents in the private sector, including unions and other workers’ organizations.    

     Considering this sector’s approach, the major purpose of which is successful investment, private groups might also contribute their resources to support already tested and assessed efforts that have shown positive effects on children’s development, as well as fund or support innovating ideas which might give rise to new alternative solutions to ancient problems. While many universities or technological centers currently support companies and industries in manufacturing better products, both of them are required to assume their social responsibility and work together for the benefit of these population sectors.  

     Finally, either at plants, firms, unions or associations, etc., the promotion of healthy environments also contributes to generate a right-based culture. That is, to avoid environmental contamination and to create healthy working environments from a physical, mental or psychological perspective, will contribute to provide parents better conditions to fulfill their children’s rights. 

5.  The media 

      The media have a direct and indirect influence on children’s development and on the enforcement of their rights, and in most countries there is a need for strengthening, sensitizing and training this sector in order to ensure the application of ethical principles and the best interest of the child –a highly relevant task considering the great impact of the media on the generation of a right and peace-based culture for children– as well as to comply with the provision on the Convention on the Rights of the Child that reads:    

Article 17:  States Parties recognize the important function performed by the mass media and shall ensure that the child has access to information and material from a diversity of national and international sources, especially those aimed at the promotion of his or her social, spiritual and moral well-being and physical and mental health.….

       Likewise, paragraph (e) in that article provides that States Parties shall “Encourage the development of appropriate guidelines for the protection of the child from information and material injurious to his or her well-being…”; thus, besides strengthening sensitiveness and training it is also necessary to deepen the standardization and monitoring of the messages conveyed to children. 

     As it has already occurred in several countries, the need for protecting children from their access to certain material that is inappropriate for their age and maturity has given place to the adoption of laws or regulations implying a broadcasting restriction that is the reason for debate on the right of information and expression, as the application of regulations and limitations is also detrimental to other persons or rights. Nevertheless, evidence specifically associated to the response generated by messages of violence suggests that, if the best interest of the child is to be taken into account, the states should enforce such regulations in order to ensure a better control. 

     At present, the media encompass a diversity of communication forms that exceeds by far what was available some years ago, although traditional ones keep having a particular influence.   

a)  A more direct impact

     At the direct contact level, TV keeps being one of the most attractive entertainments for almost all children who can have access to it. Wealthier children typically alternate it with videogames, Internet and computers which can also be used for playing, retrieving information or learning. In all those means, advertising has an intensive and incisive influence on the way of thinking, the expectations, motivations, frustrations and even aggressiveness of children due to the type of response that it generates.    

     Radio or music videos are for many hours a part of the daily routine of children and they often use music to convey messages of unknown effects, but leading to aggressiveness, early sexuality, drug consumption, etc. 

     Although videogames and Internet are presently drivers of education, training and generation of values or anti-values of a great importance, they will not be addressed in this document for a reason of time and space. Nevertheless, their significance is such that all social actors whose roles were previously mentioned should be required to assume concrete actions for monitoring both media, as it is unfeasible to sensitize their producers or vendors. The promotion and generation of actual or latent aggressiveness created by videogames justifies by itself an international effort to find ways of restricting their distribution and sanctioning those who do not comply with such regulations. Internet in turn, exposes children throughout the world to all its positive and negative contents. Every parent has the responsibility of watching over the use of such resources with the support of an attentive state in charge of enforcing the related legal provisions. 

     As we are all aware of, the number of hours spent by children in front of the above technological media in most cases exceeds their schooling time. Likewise, the messages conveyed by such media are more effective and attractive due to their mix of motion, color, speed and stimulation than any lesson to be learnt at school.    

     The research on the impact of TV violence (Lewin, 1998) has also shown that it: 

-increases challenging and aggressive behavior 

-raises fear, mistrust and the need for defending from each other 

-contributes to insensitivity on the effects of violence and the suffering of others 

-provides for violent heroes to be imitated by children 

-justifies resorting to violence whenever children deem that they are right 

-creates an appetite or desire to see even more and increasingly aggressive violence 

-promotes a culture where disrespectful behavior turns to be the legitimate way to deal with other persons. 

    The consumption of action and terror movies increases violence in schools (Funk, 1997), as demonstrated when the “Power Rangers” show was a hit.

      TV and other media might provide for multiple positive elements for children’s development and learning by modifying the contents of the messages conveyed by most of their shows. However, the predominance of a culture of violence also provides for a negative image of adults, promotes consumerism and “easy happiness” by focusing on material things and disregarding other and more relevant aspects of individuals and their relations; it also offers stereotypes on class, race and gender that deepen discrimination and disrespect for diversity even further. It exposes children to a superficial approach of sexuality and promotes conflicting, disrespectful and valueless relations. It is evident that from such perspective the media, as they presently operate, will hardly contribute to a right-based approach, but will rather hinder its generation. 

     Permanence in front of the various technological media has also increased, together with limitations on safe places to play out of home, a trend to a sedentary lifestyle, a lack of physical activity and the consumption of scarcely nutritional foodstuffs. In many countries, the time devoted to reading has decreased as well as the time that was usually spent in other games or entertainment with a greater interaction and socially cognitive, where cooperation and learning to deal with concrete conflicts in order to keep acting or playing were possible. This has been lost, and consequences become obvious through violence raise presently experienced in most countries.     

         In a more indirect form, the radio and press that refer to children shape the public opinion on their nature and problems, and also on their degree of responsibility as viewed by these media. Programs or publications focused on potential or talent, children’s interests, positive aspects of their development or material created by them, are seldom published or disclosed. 

     Based on such diverse concerns several organizations have motioned the adoption of ethical standards on child information management. Their summary (UNICEF, n/d) suggests that the following should be taken into account: 

-children’s rights and dignity under any circumstances;

-children’s rights to intimacy and confidentiality, to have their views heard, and to be protected from actual or potential harm or retaliation; 

-the precedence of the best interest of children, even concerning their will to report matter affecting them and promoting their rights; 

-their right to consult with their closest relations on the political, social or cultural outcome of any press interview; 

-to avoid publishing texts or images, even faceless, which might place a child at risk; 

-to avoid hurting their sensitivity and making questions which may place them at risk, humiliate them or deepen their pain related to some previous traumatic event; 

-to obtain the prior authorization of the child or his/her legal guardian by explaining the purpose of the interview; 

-to ensure that the child will feel at ease, with no coercion or pressure from the immediate environment; 

-whenever children may be at risk, to report on a situation in general terms instead of mentioning a particular child, no matter how interesting the story may be. 

    This list should include the need for every journalist, independently of the media, to a clear notion of the purpose of the interview and its relationship with children’s rights. If such analysis allows for concluding that the interview will contribute to the enforcement of those rights, then it should be published or broadcasted, otherwise it should not. Sensationalism that often arises from news does not contribute at all to the full respect of rights, but can rather encourage inappropriate attitudes by dishonest persons who may use them to justify their behavior. There is a very thin balance between the right to inform and the need for respecting children’s rights; unfortunately, in most cases the lack of control and awareness leads to the predominance of the right to inform. 

      In such connection, the training of journalists and media staff is vital, and should include the producers of films, stories and other material accessed by children as well as the producers of news shows or programs and interviewers of children. 

      Efforts have been made in several countries for raising the awareness of both decision-makers and producers. Manuals have been prepared in many countries to train journalists and their assistants on news management, interviews with children and the approach of the media to children and their rights. However, it is evident that further training and awareness is required, as well as a more comprehensive analysis on the modification of TV news or broadcasting, that should lead to the promotion of a culture of rights and peace, without implying an attempt against the economic stability of the media.   

     Likewise, parents and teachers should be educated on how to approach the media influence, how many hours are commended, which are the shows that privilege development or not, what should be done whenever violent or right-infringing images are watched, and to handle news broadcasting.   

      The importance should also be highlighted of promoting “positive news” that may contribute to build up a more balanced and objective image of children than what is presently conveyed. The media should also be trained on interviews, especially on TV, in order to avoid transmitting “easy recipes” on children which, besides being detrimental for their honor and dignity, make parents feel as if they were “manipulating” them. In some cases programs on such difficult and complex issues as child labor or commercial sexual exploitation are broadcasted, but their ultimate approach is superficial and involves a responsibility assignment that is actually far from contributing to generate a right-based culture.  

       Who is responsible for? As Levin says (1998), parents have been typically assigned the responsibility for monitoring access to the media; nevertheless, such task becomes very difficult whenever children have access to those media in their own environment far from family control. Restrictions often give rise as well to conflicts that create aggressiveness. According to this author, “The whole society is paying the price for failing in protecting children from (the remote control of) the media and not creating in them a positive environment that may support parents in their upbringing of healthy children. The lessons that the culture of violence created by the media teaches children are replicated everyday in schools, yards, homes and the community in general (Levin, 1998, p. 18) 

     Besides working with adults, it is necessary to strengthen and enforce the existing strategies aimed to assess these messages together with children, both within the family and educational environments. This process, that is subject to the age of children involved, requires time and attention from adults in order to help them reading and interpreting those messages, to create a media-related education and consequently generate children’s critical capacity to perceive the message of impacts as they grow up. 

       The above does not preclude the collective responsibility for assuming a position and struggling for the media to assume their share as well. Broadcasting messages full of violence has an impact which, together with other factors, exacerbates violence even further and becomes a source of information that shows the state and/or the society as incapable to deal with it. Thus, the media, which may be excellent educators and monitors of public activities, should also assume their participation in the chain of violence, putting into practice their ethic principles and responsibility vis-à-vis society. 

     We are all accountable. The family, in its capacity as the primary element in children’s life, should be strengthened by a state committed to its development that ensures the rights of its members, especially the children, with the support of civil society and the media that generate public opinion. Only everybody’s participation will allow for the generation of a right-based culture. 

 “Citizenship, conceived as the holding of rights, is usually seen in terms of accountability instead of participation. In such sense, citizens are supposed to receive from the state the support required for the exercise of their civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights, and can demand it from the state or claim for any coercion impeding the full enjoyment of their freedom. No attack meant to the validity of this concept of citizenship, it would be important to include as the well the republican tradition that provides for a citizen’s exercise focused on the active commitment of people to the general fate of society. A right-ensuring state is not enough to build up societies with a greater participation and solidarity; it equally needed to count on social agents concerned about the various aspects of development and the enlargement of discussion fora where agreements may be concluded and decisions made that have an impact on community life. In this sense, a stronger citizenship means a stronger society: a community of persons who do not restrict their private activities but coincide in public space and debate in order to participate in shared projects and decisions” (Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, ECLAC, 2000). 
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