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Thank you and good afternoon ladies and gentlemen.

I am pleased to be here this morning and delighted that Dr Herczog has come to Belfast to share her experience and expertise. 

Unfortunately Junior Minister Kelly is unable to be here this morning and I was sorry not to be able to join you earlier this morning but I am sure you found the keynote address and question and answer session extremely interesting.

We are all here today to celebrate the 20th anniversary of the UNCRC. We have come a long way since the ratification of the Convention and I can assure you that we are committed to continuing to progress children’s rights here in Northern Ireland. 

As detailed in our 10 Year Strategy for Children and Young People, we want to improve outcomes for all children and young people.  The strategy has been endorsed by all Executive departments and central to the strategy’s outcomes framework is ‘living in a society which respects children’s rights.’
As the concluding observations and the Convention itself cut across the remit of a number of departments, the Executive has agreed that the strategy action plans will be the main vehicle for progressing these. 

We believe that this will embed and integrate children’s rights into policy and practice much more effectively than developing a separate UNCRC action plan.

Whilst the existing strategy action plan for 2008 – 2011 already addresses a number of the issues raised by the Committee, the Executive has agreed that it is a living document open to review and amendment and a key element of this is consideration of appropriate additional actions around the concluding observations. 
To do this it is vital that we take stock of progress to date. A primary focus for us in taking forward children’s rights is not only to address the concluding observations but to ensure that we are addressing those issues which young people themselves are telling us are a priority.  

We have held a series of over 40 workshops with children and young people to seek their views on the existing strategy action plan. 

We have been asking them what are the key additional things that should be addressed in the action plan, with particular reference to the Concluding Observations.
Over 600 children from a wide social and geographical spread took part and we concluded the programme with a young people’s conference called ‘Be Seen, Be Heard’ last Saturday. This was an opportunity for them to mark the 20th anniversary of the UNCRC by actively engaging with policy makers and making their views heard. 

The event went extremely well and the young people certainly seemed to get a lot out of the entire process. Indeed, next time we hold a similar event, I am sure the young people would be delighted if Dr Herczog or one of her colleagues could come along and talk to them about the UNCRC. 
We had hoped that the young people who went to Geneva for the examination last year could attend on Saturday to share their experience and give an insight to the reporting process but unfortunately they were unavailable.

Increasing respect for the views of the child was one of the concluding observations and this is something on which we have already made and continue to make significant progress. However we recognise that to continue to ensure meaningful participation, it is essential to have the necessary structures in place.  

We established and support a Participation Network which assists the Public Sector to engage effectively with children and young people in the development and review of policy and services that impact on their lives.

It is driven by Article 12 of the UNCRC, Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act (1998) and the 10 year strategy, of which one of the supporting themes is ‘developing a culture of involving children and young people in decisions which affect their lives’.

The Participation Network has over 70 member organisations working with a wide range of the most marginalised and vulnerable children and young people including for example: traveller children, children with disabilities, young carers, children in care and children at risk or engaged with the juvenile justice system. 

Departments use this resource on a regular basis to seek the views of children and young people in settings where they are comfortable and with facilitators they know.

The Department of Education is also establishing a Network for Youth which aims to strengthen the direct voice of young people in all relevant aspects of government provision. 

In line with the concluding observations, the Assembly is currently considering the development of a youth assembly here. This is only at an early stage and there will be a process of engagement before any firm proposals are put forward. 
These are all very positive developments and mean that, by the next reporting stage, a range of appropriate structures will be in place so that the young people who go to the Committee’s examination will be representing the views of thousands of young people from a range of backgrounds. 

The Committee recommended that we strengthen our efforts to guarantee the right of the child to rest and leisure and to engage in age appropriate play and recreational activities. 

In January this year the Executive launched the Play and Leisure Policy which confirmed our commitment to making sure that children and young people have safe, affordable and accessible places to go.
We have been working since then with a multi agency group of stakeholders to develop an implementation plan for the policy based on what children and young people have already told us.
We will shortly be asking children and young people for their views on the draft priorities we have identified as a result.  We will then consult with them further on the actions and targets identified to put those priorities into action and would encourage as many as possible to get involved. 
We note that the Committee, in their report, encourages the effective co-ordination of the implementation of the convention throughout the state party. We have already taken steps within the Executive to ensure a co-ordinated approach to children’s issues, including their rights.
We have established a Ministerial Sub-Committee on Children and Young People a key role of which is to drive forward the implementation of the cross-departmental 10 Year rights based children’s strategy. 
A Champion for Children and Young people has also been identified in every government department. 
Their role is to raise awareness at departmental board level to encourage departments to ensure children’s and young people’s interests are fostered and their views sought on policy and strategy issues. They are also responsible for working with us on the strategy action planning process and are receiving training in child rights.

Both of these forums provide a platform for ensuring co-ordination across the Executive and key to their work is delivering on the 10 year Strategy, the mechanism by which we progress children’s rights. Whilst we have been making progress in co-ordinating our effort within our own government, we also recognise the benefits of working collectively, where appropriate, with our colleagues across the state party.
The four administrations have therefore recently published ‘Working Together, Achieving More’, stating our joint commitment to take action in response to the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child’s Concluding Observations.

This is the first time we have worked together as a state party to respond to and take forward the concluding observations. The document highlights those issues identified in the Committee’s report where we think we can add value by working together across England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland.
Understandably each administration has their own priorities and mechanisms for taking forward the concluding observations locally, and will be taking this forward through their own action plans but this joined up approach will allow us to progress common issues in a more co-ordinated way, maximising the outcomes for children and young people from all administrations. 
The common issues on which we are focusing are:

· tackling child poverty;

· addressing the negative portrayal of children and young people in the media;

· supporting children and young people to participate in decision making on issues that affect their lives; and 
· raising awareness of the Convention. 
We have also made progress in dissemination, training and awareness raising. Age appropriate versions of the articles of the Convention have been distributed to all schools and further education colleges.  
A young people’s version of the concluding observations was also used alongside a young people’s version of the existing children’s action plan in the programme of workshops we have recently completed. 

Given that issues affecting children and young people relate to the work of all government departments, we have brought the concluding observations to the attention of all Minsters and MLAs. 

We have also produced a two page information leaflet which is being distributed to all middle management in the civil service along with the concluding observations. 
It explains what the UNCRC actually is, how it relates to their work, and the importance of participation to improve the awareness of those officials most likely to be involved in policy and practice development and implementation. 
I have just highlighted the progress we are making in relation to participation, co-ordination and awareness raising. However, these are only a few of the key areas identified by the Committee.  The issues affecting children and young people’s lives and enjoyment of their rights cover a vast range. 
In its report, the Committee has highlighted the needs of some of the more vulnerable groups of young people here including travellers.

It has been recognised that this group can suffer in terms of education, health and housing and we have already begun to take steps to address some of the committee’s recommendations.

The Department of Education has established a Taskforce on Traveller education to exchange ideas and assist the Department in developing an action plan which will be a catalyst for real and lasting change in the area of education for children from the Traveller community.

The Taskforce will build on current engagement with the voluntary sector to explore how the statutory sector and the organisations which are supporting the traveller community can work together to ensure better educational outcomes.

The Northern Ireland Housing Executive has a Statutory Duty to provide sites for Traveller Accommodation. Following the 2008 Traveller Accommodation Needs Assessment, a new 5 year Traveller Accommodation Programme (2008-2013) was approved. This contained proposals for new sites including Group Housing, serviced and Transit sites across Northern Ireland to meet the current and projected need for Traveller specific accommodation.

An issue which was identified in the Committee’s report and which has been raised consistently by young people during our consultation process is bullying, particularly bullying in schools.
The Department of Education promotes a proactive approach in schools to tackle the issue of bullying and protecting any child who has been affected.  This is done through a partnership between voluntary and statutory bodies.

By law every grant-aided school here must have an anti-bullying policy as part of their overall Discipline Policy.  The effectiveness of an individual school’s discipline policy is monitored by the Education and Training Inspectorate through regular inspections. 

The local Anti Bullying Forum, which is funded by the Department, focuses attention on the ill effects of bullying and to develop strategies that will allow schools to apply the best approaches to tackling bullying.

As I am sure you are aware, last week was anti-bullying week. To mark this and to help raise awareness of how to tackle the problem, we developed a comic for primary school children focused on; what bullying is; how to deal with it; how to protect yourself; who to tell when you are being bullied; and why people bully. We are currently distributing this to all primary school children here.

As we stated in the joint commitment document, tackling child poverty is one of the issues which we intend to progress state party wide. It is also a specific priority for Northern Ireland. 

The Northern Ireland Executive agreed, on 20th November 2008, to formally adopt the broad ‘architecture’ and principles of ‘Lifetime Opportunities’ as the basis of its strategy to tackle poverty and Social Inclusion and patterns of deprivation here, based on social need.

‘Lifetime Opportunities’ focuses on the different priority  needs at different times in peoples lives and defines specific goals for each of four key stages in life including Early Years (0-4) and Children and Young People.

We have further agreed to the establishment of an Executive Sub-committee on Poverty and Social Inclusion and the re-convening of the Ministerial led Poverty and Social Inclusion Stakeholder Forum.

This Executive Sub-Committee is responsible for agreeing the priorities and key Executive actions for tackling poverty and social inclusion here and also agreeing the monitoring and reporting mechanisms associated with the ‘Lifetime Opportunities’ anti-poverty strategy.

Child Poverty cannot be looked at in isolation. When we talk about child poverty we are talking about children who live in families which have an income below or close to that considered as at risk of poverty.

However poverty is not just about income.  We know that children from disadvantaged backgrounds are at greater risk of under-performing educationally, suffering from poor health, poor diet and poor housing conditions.

All these factors together place our next generation at risk of not achieving their potential and therefore not benefiting fully from economic growth and rising prosperity.

Tackling Child Poverty and its causes will help ensure that we treat these problems at source, help us to break the cycle of deprivation and hopefully prevent, as well as provide a route out of, poverty.

The proposed UK Child Poverty Bill will further focus on issues around child poverty and place targets in respect of child poverty (at a UK level) on a statutory footing.

Of course we, as a devolved administration do not have all the policy levers to tackle poverty or specifically child poverty and indeed this is why we are keen to progress this jointly as  state party. Tax and benefit policies are not matters for this administration and it is generally accepted that Tax Credits in particular have greatly helped to reduce child poverty in recent years.

We can however directly affect the quality of public services we deliver and in that context we need to look at ways we can:

· maximise job opportunities and enhance the skills and education of those who can participate in the labour market;

· maximise the uptake of benefit entitlement; and

· provide support for parents during key transition phases in their children’s lives.

Whilst timing does not permit us to go into detail on all of the things that we are doing to address every concluding observation, a large number of the concluding observations focused on children’s health, family environment and alternative care. I would therefore like to highlight just some of the progress we have made in this important area.

The Department for Health, Social Services and Public Safety works in partnership with Voice of Young People in Care to ensure that children in care are given the opportunity to inform and shape legislation, policy and practice which impacts on their lives.
The use of Secure Care in Northern Ireland is strictly governed by legislation and human rights requirements to ensure it is used as a last resort and for the shortest possible timescale. A consultation on a protocol on the use of physical restraint in children’s homes has recently been completed and should report in the near future.

Under the Care Matters strategy a regional advocacy service to help children and young people understand their rights within the care system is now in place and guides for young people entering the care system have been published. The Department intends that this service will be underpinned by statute to reflect its commitment to the UNCRC. 
The Families Matter strategy complements Care matters and gives strategic direction to support and services to families. It recognises not only the UNCRC but Article 8 of the European Convention on Human Rights which provides families with a right to protection of their private family life.
The Department also plans to bring forward new adoption legislation to seek to provide better opportunities for children to experience permanence and stability and reduce delay.

Unfortunately time does not permit me to detail the considerable work that is also being taken forward to make a real and meaningful difference to the lives of children with learning needs, physical disabilities, mental health and adolescent health issues.  Arrangements to safeguard children have also been strengthened. 
All departments have  a role to play and we are delighted that last Friday, to mark the UNCRC’s 20th anniversary, the Department of Agriculture and Rural Development issued for consultation a draft Action Plan to encourage greater participation and engagement with children and young people across its business areas.
Although there isn’t time today to cover all that the Executive is doing to further children’s rights and best interests, I hope we have demonstrated that we are making progress.

None the less, despite the actions which we are already taking in relation to the UNCRC and indeed the concluding observations, we still have a way to go.

We face significant challenges and must recognise that we are a relatively new administration and it will inevitably take time to tackle fully all of the issues. 
There are 11 government departments in the Executive and responsibility for some of the key issues identified in the Concluding Observations has not yet been devolved.

The concluding observations cut across all departments. It therefore takes time to co-ordinate and gain the agreement of all Ministers on meaningful actions which will enable real progress. 
We face significant and increasing challenges in improving outcomes for children and progressing children’s rights given the difficult economic climate in which we are operating. 
As it is unlikely that the financial situation will improve and indeed may get worse, we have a difficult task in stretching budgets to meet our priorities and in balancing competing demands for resources.

We must therefore all work together, government and NGOs in ensuring that the services we deliver for children are both effective and efficient. 

We must ensure that administration and overhead costs and duplication are cut to a minimum and that we robustly evaluate the effectiveness of the interventions we support.
However, we accept this challenge and we will continue to champion good practice and promote the rights and needs of children and young people across the Executive.

I hope you have found it useful to hear how we are progressing children’s rights and thank you for your time. 
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