Protecting Children in
the Commonwealth

November 2024

\& TSAPENALTY % commonprotect



The Commonwealth Heads of Government
Meeting (CHOGM) takes place every two years,
hosted by different member countries on a
rotating basis. Its purpose is to bring member
states together with civil society and other
stakeholders to platform significant issues,
build consensus and agree action plans.

This year, CHOGM was hosted in Samoa from 21-26
October 2024. It's a Penalty's CommonProtect team
were lucky to be able to attend, with the aim of
bringing attention to child protection issues across
the Commonwealth and advancing Commonwealth
commitments to creating a safe Commonwealth
where all children can thrive.

It's a Penalty’'s Commonwealth Advisor, Helen =%
Jones, moderating our CHOGM side event panel

The Commonwealth is home to 936 million
children, meaning that 39% of the world’s children
live in a Commonwealth country.

Under the United Nations Convention on the Rights
of the Child (UNCRC), and regional child rights
instruments, every child has the right to survival,
health, development and well-being, to grow up in
a family environment, and to be protected from all
forms of violence, abuse, exploitation, and neglect.
Yet each year, one billion children around the world
experience physical,_sexual or emotional violence
or neglect in their homes, online, in schools and
communities and in workplaces; and, tragically, one
child dies from violence every seven minutes.
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Violence against children is a public health and
human rights issue with severe consequences not
only for the health and well-being of individual
survivors but also for society due to the direct and
indirect economic and social costs. Prevention of
violence is essential for increasing the human
capital of nations, for achieving sustainable
development and building resilient, inclusive and
peaceful societies where no one is left behind.

The reality of the lives of millions of children in the
Commonwealth was recognised in the Kigali
Declaration on Child Care and Protection Reform,
issued by Heads at the Commonwealth Heads of
Government Meeting (CHOGM) in June 2022. This
landmark declaration focused on the pressing
issues affecting children, such as violence, rights
violations, family separation, institutionalisation,
vulnerability, multidimensional poverty, and weak
social protection systems. Framing a collective
vision and mission for the Commonwealth, Heads
commit to ‘positioning the Commonwealth as a
leading advocate on child care and protection
reform’.

Following the commitments made by Heads in the
Kigali Declaration, the stage has been set for
widespread reform throughout the
Commonwealth to address existing gaps in child
care and protection.

Collective Action for a Resilient Commonwealth:
Solidarity fogdagnder Equality

It's a Penalty’'s Advocacy Director, Elizabeth Speller,
with Commonwealth 8.7 Network colleagues



https://itsapenalty.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/A-Resilient-Future-for-Children-Executive-Summary-and-Recommendations.pdf
https://itsapenalty.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/A-Resilient-Future-for-Children-Executive-Summary-and-Recommendations.pdf
https://prevention-collaborative.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Hillis_2016_Prevalence_Past_Year_VAC.pdf
https://prevention-collaborative.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Hillis_2016_Prevalence_Past_Year_VAC.pdf
https://prevention-collaborative.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Hillis_2016_Prevalence_Past_Year_VAC.pdf
https://www.who.int/teams/social-determinants-of-health/violence-prevention/global-status-report-on-violence-against-children-2020
https://www.who.int/teams/social-determinants-of-health/violence-prevention/global-status-report-on-violence-against-children-2020
https://production-new-commonwealth-files.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2022-06/Kigali%20Declaration%20on%20Child%20Care%20and%20Protection%20Reform.pdf?VersionId=6_6fX1KMGJ7hQpxX_Ju45uW5A4wdDUuP
https://production-new-commonwealth-files.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2022-06/Kigali%20Declaration%20on%20Child%20Care%20and%20Protection%20Reform.pdf?VersionId=6_6fX1KMGJ7hQpxX_Ju45uW5A4wdDUuP

As well as bringing attention to inter-related child protection issues as an active participant in
various fora and events during CHOGM, including the Women’s Forum, Youth Forum and People’s
Forum, It's a Penalty collaborated with partners to deliver two official side events as part of the

CHOGM programme.

ONE RESILIENT COMMON FUTURE: WHERE ALL CHILDREN ARE

CARED FOR AND PROTECTED

Together with the Commonwealth Secretariat
and fellow Commonwealth Children’s Interest
Group members Hope and Homes for Children
and the Commonwealth Organisation for Social
Work, our first side event was the only event on
the CHOGM programme that centred the voices
and rights of children.

The aim of the side event aimed to amplify the
voices of the Commonwealth’s youngest citizens,
ensure that they are heard in global discussions,
and emphasise the importance of Commonwealth
member states working to implement the Kigali
Declaration.

Led by moderators Layne Robinson, Head of
Social Policy Development at the Commonwealth
Secretariat, and Helen Jones, It's a Penalty's
Commonwealth Advisor, the event featured
passionate contributions from young voices,
including a keynote address by Kyannalei
Agamalu Lesa-Ah Liki, a 12-year-old Deputy Head
Girl from Samoa’s Vaiala Beach School. Kyannalei
called on leaders to recognize the voices of

children, declaring:
CY )

Many times in the Samoan culture, to an extent,
we hear this saying: ‘children must only be seen,
and not heard’ or that ‘children can only speak
when spoken to.” Having my voice heard is
important to me, especially when it comes to
decisions that | feel will have an impact on my
life...Adults need to allow us children not only to
be seen but to be heard, to express our
thoughts and our feelings without fear.
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Justice Vui Clarence Nelson of Samoa’s Supreme
Court, a staunch advocate for children’s rights,
emphasised the need for a permanent children’s
summit at future CHOGMs. He stated: ‘ ‘

Somewhere along the line, children have been
once again left out of the equation...If there’s a
message from this one side event to the leaders,
let the message be: if you talk about the
common wealth of the Commonwealth, that
includes children...We don’t have a children’s
forum and yet children make up almost one-
third of the Commonwealth.

Justice Vui Clarence Nelson, I ;
: Samoa Supreme Court (centre) with fellow |
panelists and moderators ..




The event opened with remarks from Rwanda’s
High Commissioner, His Excellency Johnston
Busingye. In his speech, His Excellency highlighted
the 2022 Kigali Declaration on Child Care and
Protection Reform, which calls for substantial
reforms to ensure that children across the
Commonwealth are safe, cared for, and have
opportunities to thrive. Rwanda, he affirmed, is
committed to accelerating the Declaration’s

implementation:
90

What the Kigali Declaration represents is hope...
That Declaration speaks to us and says ‘stand up,
stand up 24/7 and make sure that no child is left
behind in the Commonwealth.” We must make
sure that no child slips through the open fingers
of our palms.
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David Lammy MP, the UK Secretary of State for
Foreign, Commonwealth, and Development Affairs,
also spoke and emphasised the responsibility of all
Commonwealth governments to protect and
empower children. He remarked: ‘ ‘

“The challenges that exist for young people
[across the Commonwealth] differ from the
challenges that exist in the UK. But the
fundamental point remains the same. And that is
that children deserve better. And we must do
better as a Commonwealth and as a society.”
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Speaking on the panel of experts alongside Justice
Vui Clarence Nelson and representatives from
UNICEF Pacific, Yvonne Crichton-Hill, Associate
Professor of Social Work at the University of
Canterbury (NZ) spotlighted the importance of
addressing the underlying issues that contribute to
child maltreatment and of workforce development
for child care protection professionals. She also
pushed for the Commonwealth to take action:
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“Irrespective  of the challenges, as a
Commonwealth let's protect our future by
protecting our children.”
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Overall, this historic event was a powerful
reminder that the Commonwealth’s youngest
citizens are also its future, and their voices
should no longer be ignored. A roadmap for
action to implement the Kigali Declaration in
the Commonwealth must be developed and
acted upon to build a safer and more caring
Commonwealth. Our children deserve better.
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ON THE MOVE AND AT RISK: CLIMATE CHANGE, HUMAN
TRAFFICKING AND THE RIGHT TO SAFE AND HEALTHY
WORKING ENVIRONMENTS IN THE COMMONWEALTH

Our second side event, organised in partnership
with the Commonwealth Human Rights
Initiative (CHRI), Institution of Occupational
Safety and Health (IOSH) and the
Commonwealth Trade Union Group (CTUG),
spotlighted the important intersection of
climate change, migration, exploitation and
safe working conditions.

Climate change displaces millions, heightening
vulnerability to exploitation, disrupting livelihoods
and worsening the working environment.
Environmental degradation and poverty forces the
vulnerable to work in deteriorating conditions,
fostering modern slavery, including human
trafficking, forced and child labour and child
marriage, particularly in the Commonwealth,
especially in small island developing states (SIDs).

A young Fijian girl in flood, which are one of
many disasters leading to climate-induced
d|splacement

Alongside panellists from Cook Islands Workers
Association and CTUG, IOSH, HAART Kenya, and
Dr. Cherisse Francis, a Barbados barrister and
human trafficking expert based in the UK, Its a
Penalty’'s Advocacy Director Elizabeth Speller spoke
to highlight the particular need to safeguard
children from harm in wake of climate-induced
disasters and migration.
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During the panel, Elizabeth reported:
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In 2022 alone, extreme weather events led to
the displacement of 12 million children globally.
This figure is only set to rise as climate change
continues...In the wake of disasters and
climate-induced displacement, children are at
increased risk of child labour, child marriage,
trafficking, sexual exploitation and physical and
emotional violence...When looking at child
protection  systems reform, we must
acknowledge that these systems come under
extreme pressure as a result of climate change.
In order to implement the Kigali Declaration,
governments must include child protection in
their disaster response plans.
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Whilst the majority of climate-induced migration
takes place internally, those displaced are not
included under the 1951 ILO Convention on
Refugees definition of refugees, contributing to
their lack of protections.

The call to action is clear: the Commonwealth
must do more collectively to respond to
climate-related  disasters and induced
migration, and protect all those affected from
exploitation, particularly those most at risk:

children.
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Our time in Samoa attending CHOGM crystallised several hopes and ambitions for
CommonProtect.

Firstly, our work to platform children’s rights and voices in the Commonwealth must
continue and grow. Our first side event was the only child-focused event on the whole CHOGM
programme. Whilst Youth (ages 15-29) has a permanent position in the Commonwealth
structure, children, as Justice Nelson put it, are routinely ‘left out of the equation’, despite being
the most in need of support, protection and investment. Whether achieved through the
establishment of the Children’s Forum, expansion of the existing Youth's programme’s scope, or
otherwise; our hopes for future CHOGMs and Commonwealth events is that children have
a place at the table and on the agenda.

At CHOGM, climate change and economic development dominated the programme, with the
majority of events covering these topics in a variety of different ways. These discussions brought
to the fore the widespread intersections between child protection and the world's most
pressing issues, and the need for us to continue highlighting this. For example, we know that
violence against children is often linked to climate change and climate-related disasters - but
many discussions of climate change and the urgency to address it do not acknowledge its impact
on violence. Moving forward, this is an issue that must be prioritised.

Finally, the power of collaboration and partnerships was made clear during CHOGM, with so
many stakeholders coming together from all around the Commonwealth to work towards
collective action. Our side events would not have been possible without collaboration between all
partners. Violence against children is something that can only be addressed if there is
multisectoral action and collaboration. We will continue to grow our partnerships in order
to have a long-lasting impact.
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