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THE VIOLENCE AGAINST CHILDREN OF AFRICAN DESCENT

Starting point: the children are 30% of the world population today and 100% of the population tomorrow. What happens to the children today basically is projection of tomorrow.

Children as such are vulnerable group, and addressing the violence against them have really growth to more significant extent only in the last 20 years; they in general have not been accorded enough significance neither as historical or social actors.

The conjunction of violence and discrimination of children is explosive combination that should be very carefully scrutinized. Furthermore, when we talk about violence on children of African descent, we have to extend that conjunction on both of the sides: the specific forms of violence of these children as vulnerable group and the overall marginalization and social exclusion added to the discrimination of the people of African descent.
According to the reports of UNICEF: poverty aggravates the social exclusion that Afro-descendent peoples have endured for centuries. Afro-descendent communities live in high-risk conditions. ECLAC estimates that the incidence of extreme poverty among indigenous and Afro-descendent groups in relation to the rest of the population ranges from 1.6 in Colombia to 7.9 in Paraguay. In Bolivia, the pervasive impact of poverty affects 74 per cent of indigenous and 53 per cent of non-indigenous people. In Peru, it affects 63 per cent of indigenous versus 43 per cent of non-indigenous people. The National Department of Statistics of Colombia reports that 85 per cent of the Afro-Colombian population faces poverty and marginalization, without access to basic social services. Because of patterns of social exclusion that have existed from colonial times, approximately 150 million Afrodescendents and another 50 million indigenous people — representing approximately 38 per cent of the region’s population — suffer the worst social and economic indicators. It is estimated that poverty affects 93% of the displaced population, almost 70% of the indigenous and Afro-Colombian population5, and 67% of all children between the ages of 5 and 9. 

Furthermore, the reports of UNICEF speak that generally the violence against children goes both wider and in depth. In recent decades some extreme forms of violence against children, including sexual exploitation and trafficking, female genital mutilation (FGM), the worst forms of child labour and the impact of armed conflict, have provoked international outcry and achieved a consensus of condemnation, although no rapid remedy.

But in addition to these extreme forms of violence, many children are routinely exposed to physical, sexual and psychological violence in their homes and schools, in care and justice systems, in places of work and in their communities. All of this has devastating consequences for their health and well-being, now and in the future.

Here as well as concerning other topics, we face lack of de-segregated data. However, co-relating by means of logic the data on socio-economic situation of the   Afro-descendent peoples, their education and the discriminatory practices with the global situation of the children could give us sufficient basis for certain conclusions.

I would like to draw your attention to few specific, yet very striking moments.

1. The issue of visibility of the violence. It is of utmost importance from the aspects both of its prevention and of penalizing it. No country can measure its progress towards the elimination of violence against children without reliable data.

a. By default, the violence against children is invisible, while against African children – even more. The problem is aggravated both by the recording it and the institutional violence. The proces of recording violence is closely connected with a support by the child surrounding, with trust in the institutions, and with the education. Only a small proportion of acts of violence against children is reported and investigated, and few perpetrators held to account. In many parts of the world there are no systems responsible for recording, or thoroughly investigating, reports of violence against children. Where official statistics based on reports of violence in the home and other settings exist, they dramatically underestimate the true magnitude of the problem.

a. Second element of the invisibility is un-registration of the children.  
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This becomes even more problematic when they are exposed to violence as group. Afro-descendent and indigenous children are not registered at birth, which hinders the very gathering of vital statistics between census periods. Having in mind that the lack of registration at birth is more common in socio-economic environment of Afro-descendent peoples, the potential for invisible violence against these children is exponentially higher.  Many Governments lack systems for consistent registration of births, leading to a lack of formal identity that can place infants and small children at risk. 

2. I would like to withhold your attention to the institutional violence. It starts with the “license to violence” that exists in various countries. Laws in a majority of States still condone ‘reasonable’ or ‘lawful’ corporal punishment and reflect societal approval of violence when it is described or disguised as ‘discipline’ . 

[image: image2.png]Percentage of the world's children who are legally protected
from corporal punishment

W Puiscies M Notprotectsd M Unknown
Home
o

Atamatva care

sonoat o

Paral system

ooporalpurishmnt

a5 santance)

Peal sytem o
ooporalpurishment

a5 discipinary measurs) -

o @ & @ 00
Pcentags of hiren

Sears Glebd Istin o End ll Cooret Puisbnen of Cildren (2006). Gebal Sy of
b LgelSutsof Corerel Pamishmen of Cildoen, 28 Jaly 2006,




The situation with children of African descent is visibly more difficult. They are disproportionately expelled, suspended, and relegated to special programs for the emotionally disturbed, learning disabled, and mentally retarded. They have dramatically higher drop-out rates, yet dramatically lower grade point averages and rates of matriculation. Can schooling for African American children ever be more than institutional indoctrination into a social system and American culture that reproduces, reinforces and fortifies the devaluation of African American people? (Murrell, 1997, p. 23)

As a process, oppression involves institutional and cultural systems of domination that marginalize, demonize, and rob the target group of dignity. These structures of domination are reinforced in day-to-day transactions such as racial profiling, police violence, social discourse (Moore, 1998; Smitherman-Donaldson & Van Dijk, 1988), academic discourse (Van Dijk, 1993), and social science research (Iijima Hall, 1997; Smith, 1999). It is important for us to consider the ways in which schools may function as part of the process of social oppression, or serve to subvert this process.

a. SCHOOLS. 
There is evidence to suggest that corporal punishment in schools is sometimes administered with greater severity or frequency to children from groups that are subject to stigma and discrimination in the whole of society. In the 23 states of the USA where corporal пunishment in schools is still lawful, African-American children are more often victims than others. 

b. TAKING CARE INSTITUTIONS. 
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The data speak of large portions of Afro-descendent children are under some sort of institutionalization under various pretexts. Around the world, millions of girls and boys grow up for substantial periods not in their own or alternative families, but under the control and supervision of care authorities or justice systems. The institutions they live in have many names, including orphanages, children’s homes, care homes, prisons, juvenile detention facilities, reform schools, etc. Children are institutionalised for a variety of reasons. Some are placed in orphanages (as well as in more home-like arrangements such as foster care or kinship care), because they have lost their parents and have no extended or surrogate family to go to – a problem that is expanding due to AIDS, especially in sub- Saharan Africa. Others are there because of physical or mental disability, psychiatric or other severe illness. Many have been given up by parents who, lacking money or support services to cope with their child’s disabilities, feel they have no alternative. As a result, many children with disabilities are institutionalised in hospitals. Some have run away, or have been removed by the authorities, from violent and abusive homes. Although these institutions are established to provide care, guidance, support and protection to children, the boys and girls who live in them may be at heightened risk of violence compared to children whose care and protection is governed by parents and teachers, at home and at school. Reports from many countries in all regions show that institutionalised children are often subjected to violence from staff and officials responsible for their well-being. This can include torture, beatings, isolation, restraints, rape, harassment, and humiliation.

c. CLOSED INSTITUTIONS. The vast majority of children in detention are charged with minor or petty crimes, and are first-time offenders. Very few have committed violent offences.1 The ‘institutionalised’ umbrella also includes migrant and refugee children, including those seeking asylum and who are placed in detention centres while their cases are being decided. Children in the custody of the State as members of peacetime armies are also included. At the time when the establishment of care institutions for children in disadvantaged and marginal groups was a preferred social policy, corporal punishment was almost universally endorsed for the discipline and control of unruly children. This effectively meant that institutionalised children were exposed to a brutal regime and to frequent violence. This is mainly because of the low level of importance accorded to the most disadvantaged children in society – those who have been orphaned, abandoned, those living with disabilities, or in conflict with the law. Unqualified and poorly remunerated staff are widely recognised as a key factor linked to violence within institutions. Relatively few staff in care institutions receive any special training in child development or rights, or information about issues of violence. Many facilities fail to segregate vulnerable children from dangerous peers. Children who are vulnerable to violence because of age, size, sex or other characteristics are often housed together with older children with a history of violent behaviour. High rates of institutionalisation can also be found in other regions. In the Middle East, over 25,000 children were in residential care in 1999–2000 in Lebanon, while in Morocco, there were an estimated 25,300 children in residential care in 1999–2000.35 In Latin America, certain countries still report significant num- bers of children in care institutions, the highest being Colombia (24,300), Brazil (24,000), Bolivia (15,600), and Chile (11,600) according to figures published in 2004. Historically, children from racial and ethnic minorities tend to be over-represented in care (for example in Australia, Brazil, and Canada, as mentioned above), and in many cases this trend persists. Violence against children while in justice institutions or in the custody of the police – police lock-ups, prisons including adult prisons, reformatory schools, and other places where children in conflict with the law may be held – is more common than violence against children placed in institutions solely for provision of care. All the prejudices and discriminations attached to unwanted or family-less children are reinforced where the child is seen as a social nuisance, or worse. 37d). However, pre-trial detention may last for months or even years. Disturbingly, many of the children detained for long periods are never convicted of a crime. In the interim, they are detained for months or even years in overcrowded, dismal conditions, at risk of violence from staff, peers and adult inmates. Although the majority of offences committed by children are non-violent, pressure on politicians to ‘get tough on crime’ has driven increasingly tougher responses to children in conflict with the law. This pressure has resulted in harsher sentences and increased rates of detention. These policies are often fuelled by disproportionate media attention to juvenile crime that reinforce public misconceptions about the nature and extent of crimes committed by children. For example, in the USA, between 1993 and 1999, the number of children con- fined in juvenile detention facilities increased by 48%, even though violent crime committed by children decreased by 33% during the same period. Between 1994 and 2004, the number of children sentenced to penal custody in England and Wales increased by 90%. A unique group of children at risk of violence in detention facilities are infants and young children who are in prison with their mothers. This practice exists in many countries, in all regions. However, institutions seldom provide the necessary conditions to protect children. Children in detention are frequently subjected to violence by the staff, as a form of control or punishment, and often for minor infractions. Violent practices are found in both industrialized and developing countries. Children may be confined to cramped cells for weeks or even months, subjected to painful restraints as a “disciplinary” measure, or forced to hold uncomfortable physical positions for hours at a time. In the UK, information obtained in November 2005 revealed frequent use of painful restraints in four privately-run ‘secure training centres’, in which children aged between 12 and 17 were detained. Painful restraining holds involving pressure to noses, thumbs and ribs were used 768 times in the year, causing injuries in 51 cases. Police and other security forces are often responsible for violence against children. Children living or working on the street are particularly vulnerable to violence by police, including harassment, beatings, sexual assault, and killings. Corporal punishment as a sentence for children convicted of offences has been prohibited in 177 States and territories, and a series of human rights judgments have condemned the practice. However, some 31 States and territories still permit corporal punishment as a court sentence against children.
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d. DEATH PENALTY AND LIFE IMPRISONMENT. Some States still demand capital punishment for crimes committed by children. A life sentence without the possibility of release for offences committed by children is also proscribed by international law However, at least 15 countries have laws allowing this, although only a handful impose the sentence in practice. Outside the USA, there are only about a dozen child offenders known to be serving life sentences. In the USA, however, by 2005 some 2,225 individuals had been sentenced to serve the rest of their lives in prison for crimes they had committed as children. An estimated 59% were sentenced to life imprisonment without parole for their firstever criminal conviction; an estimated 26% were convicted of ‘felony murder,’ in which the child had participated in a robbery or burglary during which a co-participant had committed murder, often without the knowledge or intent of the child. Racial disparities are marked, with African-Americans receiving the sentence 10 times more often than white children. In addition, where countries allow children to be detained, tried, and sentenced as adults, they may also incarcerate them with adults. In the USA, nearly every state has recently changed its laws to make it easier to try children as adults; in 2000, an estimated 55,000 children were tried in adult courts. Children who are convicted in these courts are then typically detained in adult prisons. For children detained in adult facilities, the risks of self-harm are particularly great; some studies in the USA indicate that children detained in adult jails or prisons are up to eight times more likely to commit suicide than those detained in juvenile facilities.

If we “mix” the poverty, discriminatory practices, institutionalization, and the lack of State interest, the result is huge area of discrimination and violence that survive and multiply. The children are trapped in this vicious circle with no exit on horizon.  
What can be done?

· Extended visibility (birth registration, effective  reporting systems, develop and implement systematic disaggregated national data) 
· Strengthen international an national commitment  and action based on clear  recognition of the racial aspects of violence
· Prioritize prevention, deinstitutionalisation of the care (ensure institutionalisation is a last resort, and prioritise alternatives.)  
·  Ensure quality staffing and training(sensitise police, referral agencies, lawyers, judges, institution managers and staff).
· Create accessible and child-friendly reporting systems and services
·  Support parents’ capacity to care for their children.
� The paper is developed as a basis for discussion on the eight meeting of the Working group for People of African descent. Paper is developed as compilation of texts and data from several UNICEF reports and analyses of situation of children and violence against children (Annual report-Columbia 2006, UNICEF, ISBN 978-958-97846-5-5; The state of Latin-American and Caribbean children 2008, UNICEF, 978-92-806-4250-6; Secretary-general’s study on violence against children, UN, ISBN-10 92-95057-51-1; Eliminating violence against children, Inter- parliamentary union 2007, UNICEF, ISBN:978-92-9142-330-9 (IPU); Profiting from abuse, UNICEF, 2001, ISBN: 92-806-3733-9; We the children, UNICEF, 2001, ISBN: 92-806-3720-7.























