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Good morning ladies and gentlemen, distinguished guests, Ministers, Dr Herczog.

For those of you that don’t know me, my name is Claire Bradley; and I hold the esteemed position of the oldest ever member of youth@CLC(!)
In sixth form, I joined the youth advisory group at the Children’s Law Centre and the opportunities afforded to me through youth@CLC have been unquestionably invaluable. Amongst other things, I have been part of the UK official government delegation to the United Nations Special Session on Children and attended 2 UN Committee examinations on the UK government’s implementation on the Convention on the Rights of the Child; once as a “young person” in 2002 and once as the “responsible adult” accompanying a delegation of young people in 2008.
The opportunities and experiences that I have been given and have gained through youth@CLC, however, stand small in comparison to the commitment and belief that I genuinely hold for the promotion and protection of children’s rights in Northern Ireland. Children and young people are the most vulnerable members of our society, and we as professionals, parents, policy- makers and decision-makers must do everything in our power to protect them.
Upon returning from the UN Special Session on Children in 2001, I was asked to address many different groups of people and audiences to give an account of my experiences at the United Nations, representing young people from the UK. In these presentations, I always opened with the same line [which was]:

Ten years ago, when all the world leaders (bar 2) were signing the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, the only participation from young people was from children dressed in national costume handing world leaders a pen to sign the Convention for the press. I commented at the time what a massive leap it was, just over 10 years on, that young people were actually represented on government delegations and their voices were being heard at an international level of decision-making.
Today, we are celebrating the 20th anniversary of the signing of the Convention and I feel it is important that we ask ourselves; have we made as much progress as we should have done; and what else can we do to protect the rights of children and young people in Northern Ireland? 

I feel as though I can still speak with some authority on these issues, as I now support a new generation of young people in youth@CLC to promote the notion of children’s rights in Northern Ireland. A group of young people, may I add, who are extremely vocal and opinionated, intelligent and articulate, and who are eager to engage with local policy makers in decisions that affect their lives. 

Over the years, youth@CLC has responded to a countless amount of consultations from the Children’s Strategy to police test powers for alcohol to the Community Safety strategy, but to my knowledge, no-one has ever came back to the group to say your voice was counted, your opinion changed a policy; your opinion mattered.
Whilst not as blatant, I question how far away this practice is from the child in national costume handing world leaders a pen. Article 12 of the Convention outlines the right of the child to be heard and in the concluding observations from the UN Committee in 2008, it was recommended that the UK government promote, facilitate and implement, in legislation as well as in practice, within the family, schools, and the community as well as in institutions and administrative and judicial proceedings, the principle of respect for the views of the child. 

Research carried out by the Northern Ireland Commissioner for Children and Young People highlights the importance of Article 12 for children and young people and states participation as:
Enshrined in Article 12 of the CRC, is fundamental to the realisation of all children’s rights and it is appropriate, therefore, that not being heard, not being allowed to participate in decisions made about them and not being consulted about changes in their lives, big and small, is the single most important issue to children in Northern Ireland

Rather than government departments and politicians ‘ticking the box’ to confirm that they have consulted with young people, I would like to see real, meaningful engagement, where young people have a genuine opportunity to shape their communities and affect change.

As I previously mentioned, youth@CLC are a group of young people who are articulate, opinionated and intelligent; nothing like the image the media would lead us to believe of knife-yielding, terrorising hoods with ASBOs.  Only this morning, I heard a group of young people being described on the radio as a ‘gang of youths’. Now, I may stand corrected, but I have never heard a group of adults being described as a ‘gang’ of adults. The use of the word ‘gang’ immediately conjures up a certain image in your head; and creates a fear of young people, which is more often than not, inaccurate and unfair. In fact, young people are more likely to be victims of crime, rather than the perpetrators of crime. 
I accompanied a number of members of youth@CLC to a Children in Need panel discussion between young people and the BBC; and the message was clear from all of the young people, from all of the organisations- something urgently needs to be done about the negative way children are seen in our society- and this includes the media. And whilst I am not advocating a censorship of any media stream, I do believe that responsibility needs to be taken to reflect an accurate picture of young people in Northern Ireland and those positive stories of young people making a difference, contributing to their communities and achieving their goals should also be covered.
I will finish on this point: today we are celebrating 20 years since the signing of the UN Convention on the Rights of Child. One of the articles in the Convention specifically sets out the government’s obligation to promote children’s rights and the Convention within their own jurisdiction. Members of youth@CLC would testify that if a straw poll was taken in their school class, asking who knew anything about the Convention on the Rights of the Child- that only a smattering of the class would have even heard of it. Only last week, a social worker I was speaking to, admitted she too, had never heard of the UNCRC and had to ‘google’ it to see what it was! Which begs the question in my mind, how can we protect the rights of children in Northern Ireland if the very document outlining the rights isn’t known about?
I would stress to any local decision-makers here today, to take on-board the UN Committee’s recommendation that the Convention needs to be on the school curriculum and included in the training for everybody working with children, including the police, social workers and care workers. 

Furthermore, I believe that the government needs to ‘up its game’ in terms of raising awareness of the Convention and target children, youth groups and the general public. I would love to see a high profile information campaign for the UN Convention to raise awareness, similar to that of the DOE’s Drink Driving campaign or the DSD’s Benefit Fraud campaign.

I would like to thank-you for lending me your time to listen to me today. I look forward to addressing you in another 20 years time, congratulating the government on how well they have engaged with young people in decisions that affect their lives, applauding the media for their ongoing commitment to promote positive images and stories of young people and praising the success of the information campaign around the Convention.
Thank-you. 
_1324386888.doc


[image: image1.png]





_1024403756.doc

[image: image1.png]










