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The CRC has had great impact on law and practice in many countries... 

The CRC at 20 - What has been achieved globally  

          

In 1989, the Convention on the Rights of the Child became the 

first legally binding international convention to affirm human 

rights for all children. While great progress has been made on 

child rights in the past 20 years, much work remains to be 

done. Dan Seymour, Chief of the Gender and Rights Unit of 

UNICEFôs Policy and Practice Division, offers his assessment. 
 
The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) represents a 
major milestone in the historic effort to achieve a world fit for 
children. As a binding treaty of international law, it codifies prin-
ciples that Member States of the United Nations agreed to be 
universal ï for all children, in all countries and cultures, at all 
times and without exception, simply through the fact of their 
being born into the human family. The treaty has inspired 
changes in laws to better protect children, altered the way inter-
national organizations see their work for children, and sup-

ported an agenda to better protect children in situations of 
armed conflict. 
 
Worldwide impact  
 
In every region of the world, we find numerous examples of the 
CRCôs impact on law and practice. In 1990, Brazil followed rati-
fication of the Convention with a new Statute of the Child and 
Adolescent based on its principles. Burkina Faso created a 
Childrenôs Parliament to review proposed legislation, in re-
sponse to the principle of participation set forth by the Conven-
tion. The CRC was the first international convention to be rati-
fied by South Africa, leading to changes such as the prohibition 
of corporal punishment and development of a separate juvenile 
justice system. The Russian Federation also set up juvenile and 
family courts in response to the CRC, while Morocco estab-
lished a National Institute to Monitor Children Rights.  
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By Rozanne Chorlton  
  UNICEF Representative, Somalia  

 

The Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(CRC) is an international treaty that can 
claim universal validity. It is signed and 
ratified by almost all countries in the 
world. It is celebrating its 20th birthday this 
year, the anniversary of the day when it 
first entered into force.  
 
This convention and its universal accep-
tance gives Childrenôs rights a strong 
basis from which to build national sys-
tems that protect children and encourage 
their development. What does this mean, 
however, in a country like Somalia, where 
at the time of the anniversary of the CRC 
many young people have never experi-
enced anything but violence and conflict 
throughout their childhood and youth?  
 
The fulfillment of human rights requires 
that for someone to claim a right there 
must be a place or an institution to make 
this claim to. Usually this is a government 
or government institutions, but also soci-
ety at large, international organizations, 
and even family and social networks.  In 
Somalia, a lot of these mechanisms have 
not existed for two decades. Where there 
are government structures, their tax reve-
nue is poor and very little public spending 
can be directed to addressing peopleôs 
claims to their rights.  

 
 
 
Where there are none, what little money 
is available in a family or a community is 
often only sufficient for day-to-day living. 
Claims to the right to good sanitation, free 
education, comprehensive health ser-
vices and other basic social needs remain 
therefore unfulfilled for many in Somalia. 
But not all rights require money to fulfill 
them.  
 
The right to life, the right to protection 
from violence, and the right for children to 
participate in decisions affecting their 
lives can all be respected and fulfilled at 
no cost, and without the need for strong 
government or big social institutions In 
Somalia, therefore, the support to the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child 
must address both the capacity of those 
who can help children with access to wa-
ter, education, health and other social 
and economic rights, as well as the atti-
tude and opinion of those who can protect 
children from violence and let them par-
ticipate in decision making.  

 UNICEF is committed to support and 
advocate for both approaches to help 
Somalia and the Somali people to prac-
tise what is in the convention ï even if it 
is not yet ratified - and better the life for 
children that have never experienced the 
prospect of long-term stability and devel-
opment.  

   
 

 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Carruurteenna ñour childrenò 

Quality education is the right of every 
Somali child. É UNICEF  Somalia/2009 
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UNICEF has a special role to support implementation of the CRC... 

UNICEF has a special role worldwide to support governments in implementing the provisions of the CRC. Often this requires sup-
port to specific child-friendly legislation and help with setting up systems for example for the financing of free education or health 
services for children. This does not require a country to have fully ratified the convention, but rather the commitment to its spirit 
and aim to improve the lives of children. In Somalia, which has signed but not ratified the treaty, UNICEF is therefore like in many 
other countries actively working with government authorities to support lawmaking for children.  
 
A good example is the entry into force of a Justice for Children Act in Northwestern Somalia, which now provides better protection 
for children as victims and as perpetrators of crime. In Northeastern Somalia, the strong advocacy of UNICEF for the spirit of the 
convention has convinced lawmakers to establish 18 years as the age of maturity in the state constitution. These are good exam-
ples on how advocacy and lobbying together with dedicated technical advice can achieve a better environment for children.  
 
UNICEF is continuing with this approach, and is actively working with parliamentarians and members of the Executive to identify 
other areas where child-friendly legislation can be established. Equally, in fulfillment of not only civil and political rights  In the edu-
cation, health, and water sector UNICEF is working closely with government partners to improve the public funding of theses sec-
tors and ultimately more teachers and nurses in schools and health facilities that can provide services to more children. 
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Finland took a number of new measures for children inspired by the Convention, such as a plan for early childhood education and 

care, a curriculum for the comprehensive school, quality recommendations for school health care, and an action plan against 

poverty and social exclusion. And Eritrea issued its Transitional Penal Code, with penalties for parents or guardians who neglect, 

abuse or abandon their children.  

 

Challenges ahead  

 

This wide acceptance of the CRC can give the misleading impression that it is neither challenging nor new. Yet the very idea that 

children are the holders of rights is far from universally recognized. Too many children are considered to be the property of 

adults, and are subjected to various forms of abuse and exploitation. The recognition that children have a right to a say in deci-

sions affecting them, articulated in Article 12, is not only disrespected on a regular basis; its very legitimacy is questioned by 

many. Nor can we claim that we live in a world where children's best interests are the primary consideration in all decisions af-

fecting them ï as demanded by Article 3 of the Convention. In fact, the contrary is evidenced by the way humankind allocates its 

resources, the limited attention it gives to ensuring the best for its children, the way it conducts its wars.  

 

Foundation for change  

 

Like all powerful ideas, the CRC reflects a demand for deep and profound change in the way the world treats its children. That 

the world fails to respect the rights of its children ï even to deny that children have rights ï is clear in the alarming numbers of 

children who die of preventable causes, who do not attend school or attend a school that cannot offer them a decent education, 

who are left abandoned when their parents succumb to AIDS, or who are subjected to violence, exploitation and abuse against 

which they are unable to protect themselves. We cannot claim that the Convention has achieved what needs to be achieved. 

Rather, it has provided all of us with an essential foundation to play our part in changing what needs to be changed.  

 

Power of the Convention  

 

Effecting that change requires us to use the CRC in its fullest sense, and to take advantage of its three fundamental strengths. 

Å First, it is a legal instrument, defining unequivocally the responsibilities of governments to children within their jurisdiction 

Å Second, it is a framework for the duties borne by different actors at different levels of society to respond to the rights of children, 

and it helps us understand the knowledge, skills, resources or authority needed to fulfil those duties 

Å Third, it is an ethical statement, both reflecting and building upon core human values about our commitment to collectively pro-

vide the worldôs children with the best we have to give. 

This 20th anniversary of the CRC reminds us, most of all, of what we have left to do. The Convention demands a revolution that 

places children at the heart of human development ï not only because this offers a strong return on our investment (although it 

does) nor because the vulnerability of childhood calls upon our compassion (although it should), but rather for a more fundamen-

tal reason: because it is their right.  

How does UNICEF support the adoption of the Convention in Somalia ? 
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Children in poor countries are most affected by limited access to 
safe water. They need clean water for their survival and develop-
ment: Waterborne diseases are a major cause of child mortality, and 
childrenôs traditional family role as water carriers keeps them away 
from school.  
 
This is very apparent in the hot climate of Somalia, where water is a 
precious resource and often not freely available to provide enough 
for good health and development of children. In many places it is 
difficult to claim this right as the capacity of the community to pro-
vide water is limited without sufficient funding from outside. 
 
This has changed for the residents of the Jamalayee camp for the 
displaced in Berbera, northern Somalia. Here, investment by UNI-
CEF together with the setup by the town of a public-private partner-
ship management of the water system now ensures safe and reli-
able water supply. The water is not only provided to permanent resi-
dents, but through water kiosks to the people of Jamalayee. The 
water kiosks are run by community residents such as Amina Farah, 
a mother of four who has been living in the Jamalaaye settlement for four years. Serving as a kiosk caretaker, Ms. Farah sells 
water and ensures that the facility is used properly. ñBefore having this kiosk, we used to spend a lot of time in search of water, 
and my children got tired and thirsty while waiting for me. Whether it was me or my husband who fetched water, we had problems. 
But not anymore, thanks to the water that was brought to us.ò 
 
Berbera is an example how obstacles to fulfilling the Right to Water, especially for children, can be overcome. Here, the Stateôs 
capacity  has been strengthened to take up responsibility to fulfill the right.  
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The right to water and its realization in Somalia  

Children in poor countries are most affected by limited access to safe water... 

 
Water caretaker Amina Farah hands over jerrycans of water 
to members of the Jamalaaye community in Berbera. Photo 
credit: UNICEF Somalia/2009  

Every Child has the right to express his or her views, obtain information, make ideas or 

information known, regardless of frontiers (Article 13).Some young Somalis share informa-

tion on their lives, their dreams and what they know about child rights.  

 
 
GEEDI BAGASHI WELDHAY (left) ï 14 YR OLD STREET BOY.  
 
What do you know about child rights? I donôt know much about childrenôs rights because no-
body has explained them to me since I live in the street.  
 
What rights do you think you have? I have a right to freedom, a right to do whatever I wish, a 
right to live anywhere.  Why? Because my parents divorced and they left me. I learnt how to sur-
vive on my own. 

 
Which of your rights do you think are being denied?  All the rights other children have like care and rights to education.  
 
Who do you think should be responsible for making sure that your rights are respected?  I think my parents are responsi-
ble. WHY? Because they gave birth to me.  
 
What do you think your responsibilities should be as a child/young person?  My responsibility is to help my family. WHY? 
Since my parents neglected their responsibility, I need to help my brothers and sisters since Iôm the oldest boy in my family.  
 
What is the biggest worry in your life right now?  My biggest worry is the kind of life I live now, I need to be like other children 
who have everything they want. I live in fear of being harmed by older street boys. My main worry is to get a better life than the 
one I am living now.  
 
What are your dreams for yourself in 10 years?  In 10 years time I would like to be a doctor to help the sick and children like 
me in the streets.  
 
What are your dreams for your country in ten years? I would like it to have peace and stability with good roads and buildings. 
 
If you could have ONE wish what would it be? To have a nice life where I can go back to school. WHY?  So that I can be a 
good person. 

Voices of Young People 
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Voices of Young People  

HIBO DAYIB NOUH, 15 , 
STUDENT 
 
What do you know about 
child rights?  
 
 
Children have a right to study; 
to be cared for; to be treated 
equally and to participate in 
sports.  
 
What right do you think you 
have?  
 
 

In Somaliland children have an education system, good envi-
ronment and good care from their parents, teachers and the 
public. Boys have their sports. 
 
Which of your rights do you think are being denied?  
 
 
Girls do not have a good system to ensure participation in 
sports, as a child I think I do not have access to clean water and 
sanitation in the school toilets. 
 
Who do you think should be responsible for making sure 
that your rights are respected? (e.g. Parents, Imams, 
Teachers, Elders, Parliament and President)  
 
 
I think parents, government and teachers are responsible. 
 
What do you think your responsibilities should be as a 
young person? Why?  
 
 

To obey and respect our teachers.  

Why? They are our second parents. 

To make our lives better to ensure a brighter future.  

Why? Our parents have sacrificed a lot for us. 

To be punctual in school:  

Why? So that we can study more. 
 
What is the biggest concern in your life right now?  
 
 
My biggest concerns are on education, peace, health care,   
development of the country and roads and international recogni-
tion of Somaliland. 
 
What are your dreams for the coming 10 years?  
 

I have many dreams and they include:  
I want to be nurse.  
I want to live in an internationally-recognized country. 
Prosperity and peace in my life. 

 
What are the dreams for your country in 10 years?  
 
 

More development and peace. 

To get a good and suitable president. 

International recognition. 

National educational development. 

Improved economy. 

To have knowledge of religion. 

 
 
If you could have one wish what would it be and why?  
 
 
My biggest wish is to see myself helping the sick to get proper 
medication: Why? A healthy nation is a developed nation. 
 
******* 

MOUNA ABDIKARIN ABDILLAHI,  16, STUDENT   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
What do you know about child rights?  
 

I heard from the elders that children have a right to citizen-
ship, good conduct, education, equality and justice, good 
health care and good environment.  

 
 
What right do you think you have?  
 
 
A right to an education system, good environment and good 
care from my parents, teachers and public. 
 
 
Which of your rights do you think are being denied?  
 
 
I am a girl. Girls do not usually participate in sports, overall 
study centres (schools) do not have good sanitation. No equal-
ity in the gender. Boys are always first. 
 
 
Who do you think should be responsible for making sure 
that your rights are respected? (e.g. Parents, Imams, 
Teachers, Elders, Parliament and President)  
 
 
Every person is responsible to ensure respect for our rights, 
parents, teachers, government especially ministries of educa-
tion, justice, youth and sport and the public and international 
community. 
 
 
 
Continued on Page 5  

I want more prosperity and peace in my life says Hibo...  
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From Page 4 
 
What do you think your responsibilities should be as a 
child/young person? Why?  
 

To obey and respect our teachers:  

Why? They are our second parents. 

To develop my country:  

Why?  Our reputation is dependent on this country. 

To encourage peace and stability in the country:  

Why? Without peace there is no education, no good environ-
ment, no good health system, no development etc. 

To obey our parents:  

Why? They make  efforts to improve our future 
 
What is the biggest concern in your life right now?  
 

My biggest concerns are on:  

Education 

Development of the country 

Sustainability of peace in our country 

The international recognition of our country 

 
What are your dreams for yourself in the coming 10 years?  
 
 I  prefer to be a constructive opposition party leader, to tell the 
president the right thing if he/she takes the wrong path. 
 
What are your dreams for your country in 10 years?  
 
Nationwide development, peace, international recognition and a 
good president 
 
If you could have one wish what is it? Why?  
 
My biggest wish is to be a political opposition party leader. 
Why? I want to be a good guide for the national president. 
 

 

against preventable childhood diseases and water-borne ill-

nesses, to reduce malnutrition and to safeguard women against 

neonatal tetanus in child delivery. The interventions comprise 

child immunization against measles, diphtheria, whooping 

cough, tetanus and polio; Vitamin A supplementation; nutritional 

assessments; de-worming; the distribution of oral rehydration 

salts and water purification tablets; breastfeeding promotion; 

and tetanus toxoid vaccination of girls and women aged 15 ï 

49. Additionally to enhance child survival, UNICEF undertakes 

projects in water, sanitation and hygiene.  

 

In the sphere of Development , UNICEF is undertaking initia-

tives to ensure higher school enrolment for both boys and girls 

According to the latest available statistics, 464,780 children 

were enrolled in primary school in Somalia comprising a gross 

enrolment ratio of 30.7% . Of these, 24.6% were girls. The Edu-

cation Programme is comprised of two pillars: Primary Formal 

Education and Primary Alternative Education, which includes 

emergency education for displaced and conflict-affected popula-

tions. The primary education programme continues to focus on 

re-establishment and expansion of a formal primary schooling 

system within Somalia. Special focus is placed on substantially 

increasing enrolment, retention and learning quality particularly 

for girls as well as capacity building of local authorities and part-

ners. Alternative pathways are being pursued to provide learn-

ing opportunities to children and out-of-school youth, including 

nomadic populations, who lack access to formal education, or 

those that have missed the opportunity due to civil strife.  

  

In the area of Child Protection , emphasis is on strengthening 

the capacities of families, communities and other duty bearers 

to provide protection for children against violence, abuse, ex-

ploitation and discrimination. This project works on empowering 

communities through human rights education to abandon harm-

ful traditional practices such as FGM/C and early child mar-

riage, child labour and child recruitment and to strengthen com-

munity capacity to drive the social recovery process founded on 

a child rights platform. In the sphere of Participation , UNICEF 

Somalia seeks to develop life and practical skills of adolescents, 

facilitate delivery of adolescent friendly services and to work 

with authorities towards developing a conducive policy environ-

ment. Work here has included a Leadership Development Initia-

tive, Child Rights Clubs and Youth Broadcasting Initiative.  The 

project cooperates closely with youth groups as partners in 

reaching to adolescents.  Additionally, through the Community-

driven development initiative, UNICEF designs and implements 

strategies to build the capacities of communities to better under-

stand, communicate and demand their human rights with the 

aim of establishing a more accountable environment of govern-

ance, economic opportunity and wider social stability.  
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Voices of Young People  

Visit us at   www.unicef.org/somalia  

For more information on our programming or to learn how you can help, please contact us at:  

Rozanne Chorlton, Representative    rchorlton@unicef.org   + 254 722 514 569  

Denise Shepherd -Johnson, Chief of Communication  dshepherdjohnson@unicef.org  + 254 722 719 867  

Iman Morooka, Communication Officer,    imorooka@unicef.org   + 254-713 506 076  

Robert Kihara, Communication Officer    rkihara@unicef.org   + 254 722 206 883  

 The CRC and UNICEF in Somalia  
 
The Convention on the Rights of the child contains 54 articles 
developing the different rights of children. These in turn can be 
divided into four basic categories: Survival, Development, Par-
ticipation and Protection. As part of initiatives to enhance Sur-
vival of children in Somalia, UNICEF has launched the Child 
Health Days  initiative reaching over one million children under 
the age of five and 800,000 women of child-bearing age with a 
package of preventive care. In a country with limited social ser-
vices, weak health infrastructure and a volatile security situa-
tion, where one child in every seven dies before its fifth birth-

day, UNICEF and WHO are continuing to partner with local 
authorities and NGOs to protect children under five 

 The CRC and UNICEF in Somalia  


