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This statement has been drafted in consultation with, and is delivered on behalf of, a wide range of NGOs and attempts to reflect the diversity of views within the NGO community.
Mr. Chair,

Children represent almost half of UNHCR’s persons of concern. To ensure that child protection is effective, an overall child protection system based on universally accepted standards and practices is imperative. Therefore, UNHCR’s policies and programmes must meet the highest standards in protection in general, and child protection in particular, to ensure that children in its care can fully enjoy their rights. All UNHCR policies and programmes must also consider the gender dimensions of protection and, in particular, the heightened risks of sexual and gender-based violence faced by girls and young women.

The 36th meeting of this Standing Committee in June 2006 recognized a gap in child protection and proposed “that a systematic approach to the protection of refugee children is required.” A preliminary study carried out in 2008 by the child protection interest group, a group of UN agencies and NGOs led by UNICEF and Save the Children on donor support for child protection in emergencies, suggested that it was not receiving adequate support. NGOs welcome UNHCR’s adoption of the ‘systems approach’ to child protection in recent years and encourage UNHCR to continue to strengthen its partnerships with national authorities, NGOs, and other relevant actors in helping States to fulfil their obligations towards all children within their jurisdiction, as stipulated by the Convention on the Rights of the Child. However, Member States and donors must also be reminded of the importance of child protection, and NGOs call upon donors to make adequate funding available to ensure that national child protection capacities are strengthened and that UNHCR can fulfil its protection mandate.

Application of standards

The first Global Analysis of UNHCR’s Accountability Framework of Age, Gender and Diversity Mainstreaming (AGDM) revealed a lack of priority given to children in countries where UNHCR is operational. In a 2007 study, compliance to child protection stood at 41% full compliance, whereas as AGDM was at 51% and enhanced protection of women and girls at 55%. We urge UNHRC to actively promote compliance among its staff at all levels.

We applaud the Executive Committee elaboration of the Conclusion on Children at Risk (2007), a valuable standard for ensuring a comprehensive protection framework for children. We urge UNHCR to actively promote the conclusion and closely monitor its implementation.

The UNHCR Guidelines for Determining the Best Interest (BIDs) of the Child of 2008 is a valuable protection tool particularly in camp settings. Although the UNHCR report EC/61/SC/CRP.13 on the International protection of children of concern highlighted the Guidelines’ limitations when applied in industrialised countries, it remains an important protection instrument when appropriately applied. While NGOs are encouraged by UNHCR’s efforts in training practitioners in the use of the guidelines, we are concerned that Guidelines are not necessary systematically applied where needed. In addition, NGOs have observed that when the guidelines are applied in isolation of other important tools and information, such as data on durable solutions for separated and unaccompanied children, they are not effective. We urge UNHCR to expand the use of the BIDs Guidelines for separated and unaccompanied children in all contexts, including urban situations.

In the European Union (EU), the lack of a harmonised refugee and asylum legislation has been a cause for onward movements and potentially increased vulnerabilities among that population (EC/61/SC/CRP.13). NGOs urge the EU to move to adopt a common approach to refugees and asylum seekers. NGOs further recommend that a common understanding of the inclusion of standards according to the Convention on the Rights of the Child, in particular the ‘best interest of the child’ principle, when EU member countries decide to deport child asylum seekers.
On Education

Education is a human right, regardless of the circumstance a child is in, and is essential to the development of a stable society. It is very important for children to regain a sense of normalcy as it helps in their recovery and minimizes issues of trauma. Without school or vocational training, displaced teenagers sit idle in camps all day long. As is the case anywhere in the world, these youth – with growing frustration and little hope for the future – can become a source of violence and insecurity. Meanwhile, their enormous potential as constructive contributors to their societies goes largely unnoticed and unsupported by the international community.

In 2008, the enrolment rate in primary education was 69% in camps, and 64% in urban areas. Enrolment in secondary education scored at 31% in camps and 38% in urban settings. NGOs call upon States to work with UNHCR and its partners to ensure that universal primary education, and secondary education for girls and boys, can be the basis for a stable society. Strategies must take into account the particular barriers faced by girls, including issues of safety and access to sanitary materials. In war-torn regions, the only hope for people often is that the coming generations are educated and have the ability to promote peace and sustainable development. For these reasons, education must be part of the first response in emergencies. 

On Health

Often the physical and mental health problems that children of concern have are debilitating. For this reason, basic monitoring systems must be in place to assess the health status of children of concern to secure both treatment and prevention from further impairment. 

According to article 39 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, appropriate measures should be taken to rehabilitate children who have been victims of neglect, exploitation, abuse, torture, or any other form of cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment. Children exposed to violence, traumas, or torture suffer in many ways, including loss of social skills, making it difficult for them to reintegrate into society. Studies
 show that tortured children exhibit high levels of persistent hyper vigilance, sleep disturbances, exaggerated startle reactions, difficulties with learning, and symptoms of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, anxiety, and depression. These conditions have a profoundly negative impact on children both in the immediate and long term. It is, therefore, critical that child victims of violence and torture are quickly identified and provided rehabilitative support as a matter of priority. More importantly, UNHCR should aim at creating more 'safe spaces' for children, such as schools and homes, where they are protected from the exposure of violence, trauma, or torture.

Children at risk

In situations of displacement, children are at risk of being exploited, abuse, and neglected. Additionally, displacement often leads to a reduction in families’ capacity to protect, and care for, children, thereby placing them at risk. Consequently, specific attention to protecting children must be a priority in emergency situations. This attention should focus on the most vulnerable children. It is crucial that the particular risks faced by girls and young women be acknowledged. These include heightened risk of rape and other forms of sexual violence, forced and early marriage, early pregnancy, rape, trafficking, and “survival sex”. Children with disabilities often fall within this group as they are confronted with greater obstacles, such as isolation, lack of confidence and communication barriers that make it more difficult for them to access aid. Therefore, they, like other vulnerable groups, should be given appropriate, priority attention. A robust child protection system that is timely, context sensitive, and targeted is essential for the protection of children at risk.

Birth Registration

Birth registration is essential for the protection of refugee and displaced children towards enjoying their rights, finding durable solutions, reducing statelessness, safeguarding family unity, and supporting family reunification. Birth certificates act as a safeguard for children nearing adulthood, not to be treated as adults in potentially high-risk situations, such as detention camps. However, in more than 100 camps surveyed in 2009, less than half the children were registered at birth. Therefore, the NGO community looks forward to the Executive Committee Conclusion on birth registration planned for this year and urge Member States to ensure that it remains a priority for this year. We once again urge, as we did at the March Standing Committee meeting, that:

· Birth registration is the responsibility of the State, and the development of temporary or parallel systems should be avoided; 

· Birth registration should be issued free of charge and should be easily accessible to all without discrimination;

· Fines for late registration should be removed; “retrospective” registration for adults without birth certificates should be stipulated to ensure full civil registration of the population of concern;

· Registration should include at least the minimal information as recognised under international standards and practices;
· Governments should be encouraged to work together with UNHCR, UNICEF, and with NGOs to ensure that birth registration is accessible to all, including marginalised communities, indigenous children, children with disabilities, and others, regardless of nationality, cultural identity, residence, or of the marital status of their parents;
· The Convention on the Rights of the Child General Comment 5 recognises the important role that NGOs play in the process of implementing children’s rights, thus calling upon States Parties to work closely with NGOs, while respecting the latter’s autonomy. Examples of what NGOs may contribute are: dissemination of information to parents concerning the importance of birth registration, especially in rural and remote areas; assisting government agencies responsible for birth registration in strengthening their capacities, for example, helping to establish mobile registration units; and
· Children should be given opportunities to participate and have their voices heard on universal birth registration.
In closing, NGOs call upon States, UNHCR, NGOs, and other stakeholders to work with affected populations to ensure the realisation of child rights, for the benefit of the children and the stability of their communities.

Thank you, Mr. Chair.
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