CHILD PROTECTION (AMENDMENT) BILL 2008

SPEECH FOR MINISTER

SECOND READING OF THE BILL

Mr Speaker, Sir,

I beg to move that the Child Protection (Amendment) Bill 2008 be read a second time.

Mr Speaker, Sir, 

All children have the right to grow up in an environment that protects them from violence, exploitation, abuse, and discrimination. Yet, we are aware that millions of children worldwide are, unfortunately, trapped in exploitative labour, are trafficked for sex, and are also dying in wars and bomb blasts. Millions of children have contracted HIV/AIDS and are living in precarious situation, fail to go to school and face crippling discrimination.  According to “The State of the World’s Children 2008” Report, around 9.7 million children are dying before the age of five each year, which is unacceptable, especially when many of these deaths are preventable.

Indeed, tragedies like these can be avoided if nations, out of care, develop a network of safeguards to protect children from strong laws to quality education, from global partnerships to community involvement.   
According to the provisions of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the United Nations has proclaimed that childhood is entitled to “special care and assistance”.  There is also the recognition that the child, for the full and harmonious development of his or her personality, should grow up in a family environment, in an atmosphere of happiness, love and understanding.  The child should, therefore, be fully prepared to live an individual life in society, and brought up in the spirit of the ideals proclaimed in the Charter of the United Nations, and in particular in the spirit of peace, dignity, tolerance, freedom, equality and solidarity, 

Children's early years are, indeed, of crucial importance not only in laying the foundation for their success at school and for their lifelong health and well-being but also to keep countries on track for development.  In fact, childhood is a unique and valuable stage in the life cycle.  Our paramount responsibility, therefore, is to provide a safe, healthy and nurturing environment as well as responsive settings for children.  All our policies and programmes should, thus, aim at promoting health, self-awareness, competence, self-worth and resiliency in children.

Mr Speaker Sir, 

The Child Mentoring Scheme is viewed as an increasingly important casework of intervention in the chain of protective services provided to children living with emotional and behavioural problems.  This Scheme has been in the pipeline since quite some time now and in view of the highly sensitive and delicate nature of the child mentoring process, it has been deemed more appropriate to introduce it by amending to the Child Protection Act instead of processing it administratively, to prevent compromising on its authority and credibility.  

As per research findings, it is seen that at any one time, up to around 20% of children worldwide are likely to experience emotional and behavioural problems, most commonly anxiety disorders, disruptive disorders and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder because of varying circumstances.  Very often, the absence of parents coupled with factors, such as poverty and social isolation, result in children’s inability to sustain and nurture relationships.  In some cases, drug or alcohol dependency and psychiatric disability of parents worsen the situation.  The result is that children do not have the start in life they need and deserve.

As at date, my Ministry is providing timely protective and support services to children and their families.  This is done with a view to facilitating rehabilitation and preventing further degradation of their relationship.  It is only as a measure of last resort that children who are at risk in their family environment are removed and placed in shelters, residential care institutions or in foster families.  

While a large proportion of children recover without any need for specialist help, it has been observed that, very often, childhood problems perpetuate in adulthood. In fact, without intervention, the possible consequences of emotional and behavioural difficulties are multifarious. Since the Mentor provides support to the needy child by listening, being an advocate, establishing structure, highlighting strengths and making the experience unique and positive, it is strongly believed that the Child Mentoring Scheme can lead to positive changes in the young person's life, because as in an ideal relationship, it is seen to convey three key functions which are as follows:

· to carry out other duties while assuming the caregiving role;

· to impart societal and cultural wisdom and;

· to develop a long term connection.

In fact, in an attempt to support children with emotional/behavioural problems, countries worldwide today are adopting the Child Mentoring Scheme with a view to maintaining children within a healthy family set-up instead of confining them to institutions where they are more likely to suffer from attachment disorders, developmental delay and other similar problems.  
Mr Speaker, Sir, 

Mentoring, in fact, is a concept derived from Homer's epic poem, the Odyssey, which describes how Ulysses, when he set off to fight in the Trojan Wars, asked his trusted friend, Mentor, to care for his son, Telmachus. Mentor took on the roles of friend, advisor and supporter to Telmachus in his father's absence to prepare him to become king.  
The Mentoring Scheme subsequently came into existence through programmes such as Big Brothers and Big Sisters in the United States whereby adult volunteers were recruited to help younger boys and girls.  Following the evaluation of these programmes, it has been observed that young people who have been working with mentors showed lower levels of substance abuse and initiation, less physical aggression, more positive parent and peer relationships, and higher scholastic competence, attendance, and educational achievement than those without. Evidence indicates that children's emotional well-being can improve if the number of risk factors is reduced and the number of protective factors is increased.  The scheme has been a success and has therefore been used as model in different countries such the UK and Australia.  

Mr Speaker, Sir, 

It is now strongly being advocated that children growing up in precarious conditions and displaying behavioural and/or emotional symptoms, do not necessarily require remedies such as committing them to a place of safety or making them undergo corrective or medical and psychological treatment as is the case now.  What they need in fact, is guidance from an adult who, through a relationship of trust and friendship, helps them to develop emotionally and socially.

In recent years, owing to economic and social developments, the structure of the Mauritian family has undergone profound transformation as a result of changes in the role and functions of women, changes from a traditional extended family to a nuclear family type, erosion of family values, unemployment and family poverty.  These factors have contributed towards parents neglecting their responsibilities as prime caregivers for their children.

On average, some 3500 cases of child-related problems are reported every year to the Child Development Unit of my Ministry.  These cases are made up as follows-

	Emotional problems including those related to custody
	23%

	Behavioural problems
	17.8%

	Social problems including mendicity and child poverty
	12.5%

	Cases of neglect of children and failure to thrive
	12.2%

	Physical abuse
	9%

	Sexual abuse/teenage pregnancy/incest
	7.6%

	Not attending school
	2.6%

	Abandonment by parents/relatives
	1.8%

	Other
	13.5%


The rate of behavioural problems in children has been on the increase, posing a challenge in so far as child protection is concerned.  The need to address social exclusion of the child at all levels, whether at home, at school or in the neighbourhood and the community has become imperative.

Mr Speaker, Sir, 

The Child Mentoring Scheme will be a well structured and well managed programme, which will provide children in distress with the possibility to be appropriately screened and matched with trained adult volunteers for a one to one relationship of emotional reconstruction.  The Scheme will cater for the needs of children between the age of 10 and 16 who really need a role model other than their parents to look up to.  The Scheme will involve the following – 

(i) establishment of an Advisory Committee to further conceptualise and oversee the programme;

(ii) recruitment of Mentors who should have the appropriate profile.  Criteria will be good personality, age, display of respect, good health, morality certification, reliability etc;

(iii) training of Mentors;

(iv) development of a code of Ethics for Mentors;

(v) identification of Mentees, that is, children who are reported to have behavioural or emotional problems and are faring in conditions of alienation, isolation due to poverty, marginalisation and/or exclusion, living with parental mental illness, living with domestic violence and so on. 

(vi) matching of Mentee to mentor by a Selection Committee; and

(vii) agreement between Parent(s), Child and Mentor.

Mr Speaker, Sir, 

At this stage I would wish to inform the House that the Child Mentoring Scheme is being proposed following wide consultations with all our stakeholders in child welfare.  The last consultative workshop on the introduction of the Child Mentoring Scheme and the proposed Child protection (Amendment) Bill 2008 was held on 8 October 2008 with the Ombudsperson for Children as well as representatives of the State Law Office and Non Governmental Organisations (NGOs).  

I am well aware that some NGOs have been providing Mentoring, though informally, to children in need.  Here, I would like to pay tribute to and thank all those who, for one reason or another, have been investing themselves, selflessly and committedly for the noble cause of children. 
Mr Speaker, Sir, 

During the meetings and discussions which I had with the representatives of the NGOS, I gave them the reassurance that the introduction of the Scheme would in, no way, debar them from doing the good work that they are actually doing on field with children.  Instead, it would provide them with guidance and parameters that would certainly help them to improve and enhance their informal work.  Those who were interested in the Scheme were advised to register themselves with my Ministry as potential Child Mentors so that their services/activities would ultimately be roped in within the system.  

I also informed the participants to the workshops that the Child Mentoring Scheme would actually depend on the nature of cases and the specific needs of the children.  The hotline 113 of my Ministry, the Community Child Protection Programme, the intervention of the Family Welfare and Protection Officers (FWPOs) for the removal of children at risk under the Child Protection Act would still be in place.  The Child Mentoring Scheme would simply be an additional service provided for children suffering from “mild” behavioural problems.  

Mr Speaker, Sir, 

I wish to inform the House that the Child Mentoring Scheme will be launched as a pilot project with the recruitment of around 20 Mentors at the initial stage in high risk areas.  The project will be closely monitored by officers of my Ministry to ensure sustainability and relevance of the Scheme.  Depending on the evaluation of the success of the Scheme, arrangements will be subsequently made to extend the project and recruit additional Mentors to ensure adequate coverage of cases.

Mr Speaker, Sir, 

For the purpose of introducing the Child Mentoring Scheme, the Child Protection (Amendment) Bill 2008 is providing for a new Section 3 which elaborates on the category of children who will benefit from the Scheme and the procedures based on best practices to be followed for its implementation.

Section 3A makes provision for the Child Mentoring Scheme which will assist children between 10 and 16 who –

· are victims of neglect;

· suffer from mild behavioural problems;

· are in distress; or

· have problems of social adaptation.

It is to be noted that the Scheme caters for children in the age bracket of 10 to 16 years.  This is because children within this age group are very often more mature to understand and accept a Mentor and more open to communicate their problems than younger children.

In order to ensure sound and proper administrative framework, Section 3B provides for the setting up of a Child Mentoring Committee which will oversee the running of the Scheme and will have as primary focus the following – 

· Make recommendations regarding the registration of Child Mentors;

· Make recommendations regarding matching of children in need of mentoring with appropriate Child Mentors; and

· Review the situation of the child and make recommendations regarding the duration of the mentoring process in each specific situation.

Section 3C of the Bill makes provisions for the Child Mentor and his/her well-spelt roles and responsibilities.  The Child Mentors will be screened and selected from a pool of registered Child Mentors having a proven track record in children’s issues.  Officers of my Ministry will be directly responsible for the supervision of the child mentoring exercise and the Child Mentors will have to submit both their programme and report of work to the Child Mentoring Committee as well as designated officers of my Ministry. The Child Mentor will be responsible for a maximum of three children under the Scheme.  Moreover, he/she will also have to abide by the Code of Ethics as set out in the First Schedule to the Principal Act.

Section 3D provides for Mentoring Orders to be issued by the District Courts which shall remain in force for any such period, not exceeding 12 months, which may exceptionally be renewed for a further period of 12 months.  Officers of my Ministry, delegated by the Permanent Secretary, will be called upon to make recommendations to the District Magistrates regarding the matching of a child with a Child Mentor.  The Child Mentoring Order will be issued by the District Magistrate after examination of the child, the parent(s) of the child, the Child Mentor and an officer of my Ministry.  Nevertheless, the parent(s) can also apply for the Mentoring Order to be varied or discharged at any given time.

According to Section 3E, the District Magistrate may request the Permanent Secretary of my Ministry to report on the compliance of any mentoring order.  Finally in Section 3F, provisions are made for offences committed by the Child Mentor and the appropriate sentence to be applied for such offences.

Mr Speaker, Sir, 

To provide further safeguards, a new First Schedule has also been inserted in the principal Act to make provision for a Code of Ethics which has to be followed by the Child Mentor under the Scheme.  Standards of ethical behaviour in Child Mentoring are based on commitment to core values that are deeply rooted in the history of the Caring professions.  We have committed ourselves to –

(a) appreciate childhood as a unique and valuable stage of the human life cycle;

(b) base our work with children on knowledge of child development; 
(c) appreciate and support the close ties between the child and family;

(d) recognize that children are best understood and supported in the context of family, culture, community, and society;

(e) respect the dignity, worth, and uniqueness of each individual (child, family member, and colleague); and

(f) help children and adults achieve their full potential in the context of relationships that are based on trust, respect, a positive regard.

The Code sets forth a conception of our professional and gives an indication of the set of ideals pointing in the direction of exemplary professional practice, and the principles defining practices that are required, prohibited, and permitted.  While the ideals reflect the aspirations of Child Mentors, the principles are intended to guide conduct and assist mentors resolving ethical dilemmas encountered in the field.  There is not necessarily a corresponding principle for each ideal.  Both ideals and principles are intended to direct Mentors to those questions which, when responsibly answered, will provide the basis for conscientious decision-making.  

Mr Speaker, Sir, 

Last but not least, we shall see to it that the Child Mentoring Scheme is evaluated as a vital component of our services.  We will conduct programme outcome evaluations on a regular basis to ensure that the intended impact of Child Mentoring is achieved.  Outcome evaluations will measure actual changes in the child’s attitude, behaviour, knowledge, skills and the overall effectiveness of the relationships.  

As per the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, it is the duty of Government, communities, and families to ensure that children are properly cared for in society, have positive adult mentors, whether formal or informal, and are raised in safe, nurturing families.  When this is not possible, the neighbourhood, the communities and Government agencies must intervene.  As the saying goes, “it takes a whole village to raise a child”, is still very relevant today also.  We should not forget that at our level “the smallest deed always exceed the grandest of intentions”.  All members of society must ensure through their informed actions that children are healthy, safe, secure and nurtured for our society as a whole to thrive.  
Mr Speaker, Sir, 

I wish to seize this opportunity to reaffirm my appreciation for the laudable work that is presently being carried out on field informally by a number of NGOs.  I also wish to express my gratitude to the Ombudsperson for Children for her valuable contribution in the setting up of the Child Mentoring Scheme.  I strongly believe that this Scheme will consolidate our effort in ensuring that the rights of children and their developmental needs are respected and are in line with the provisions of the Convention on the Rights of the Child.

Mr Speaker, Sir, 
Before concluding, I wish to express my gratitude to the Prime Minister for his guidance and support, and for ensuring that this Bill be debated in this House at the earliest possible.  I also wish to thank the Attorney General and my other colleagues for believing in this project as strongly as myself.
I would now like to conclude here with the beautiful saying of Anne Frank which

I quote:

How lovely to think that no one need wait a moment, we can start now, start slowly changing the world.  How lovely that everyone, great and small, can make their contribution…How we can always, always give something, even if it is only kindness…”

End of quote.

With these words, Mr Speaker, Sir, I commend the Bill to the House.
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