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Preface

RAND Europe and Eurochild have been contracted by the European Commission’s
Directorate-General for Justice and Consumers (hereafter, DG JUST) to support the ‘Study
on child participation in EU political and democratic life’.

This Final Report summarises the findings from all research methodologies applied in this
study.
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Executive summary

Child participation is the notion that children have the right to express their views and have
them taken into account on all matters that concern them, in accordance with their age
and maturity!. Child participation in EU political and democratic life refers to distinctive
opportunities for children to be involved in the various stages of the planning, design,
implementation and evaluation of policy and legislation. Both the promotion and protection
of the rights of the child are objectives of the European Union (EU).

It is within this context that the European Commission’s Directorate-General for Justice
and Consumers (DG JUST) has contracted this analysis on the participation of children in
political and democratic life across the EU. The study’s results and the ideas gathered
during this project are intended to contribute to future work on children’s participation in
society at the EU level.

This study defines a ‘child” as anyone under the age of 18, in line with the UN Convention
on the Rights of the Child2. This study focuses on child participation in EU political and
democratic life, but it does not address children’s participation in other settings that are
unrelated to public life (e.g. judicial proceedings, school daily life or family-related
contexts), or voting.

The study covers a broad range of mechanisms - such as consultations, polls, ad hoc
meetings and structural consultation bodies - that have been implemented after 2012
across 28 countries (27 EU Member States (MS) and the UK). The study covers
mechanisms at the international, EU and national level, and at the local level in 10 selected
MS - namely Bulgaria, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, Malta, the Netherlands,
Portugal, Slovenia and Spain.

Research questions and methodologies
This study was guided by the following research questions:

e What is the state of play in the EU of child participation in decision-making processes
at local, national and European level?

e What mechanisms of child participation exist at the international, EU, national and local
levels, and what are their main characteristics?

e How could well-functioning mechanisms and examples of promising practice inspire
future EU actions to support child participation at the EU, national and local level?

e What are children’s perceptions and positions regarding child participation?

Research findings are informed by analyses of primary data collected via interviews with
64 adult stakeholders, focus groups with 224 children in the 10 selected EU MS, and a
desk-based targeted review of policy and academic literature and data, relevant websites
and social media platforms. The case study approach was applied to examine mechanisms
that were particularly promising in promoting child participation. The key findings from all
research methods were consolidated, triangulated and synthesised, then discussed during
a workshop with members from the European Commission, academics and practitioners to
inform reporting of conclusions and recommendations. The members of the informal expert
group on the rights of the child (representatives of national authorities) provided feedback
during the inception stage and validated tables on structures operating at the MS level.
The European Network of Ombudspersons for Children (ENOC) was also consulted
regarding the children’s participation mechanisms operating at the Ombudsperson for
Children’s Office (or equivalent) in the EU MS and the UK.

Children were involved in all stages of the research process. The members of the Eurochild
Children’s Council reviewed and provided feedback on all data collection tools, contributed
to focus group discussions, commented on a final research report and co-created an
accessible version of the final report.
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Key Findings

The evidence collected outlines a wide range of children’s participation mechanisms at the
international and European levels, and at national, regional and local levels across EU MS.
However, it is essential to note that due to the limited amount of time allocated to the
research and to the unavailability of public information relating to some of the mechanisms,
this study cannot guarantee that all the existing mechanisms have been captured and
described. All findings presented below should be read with this caveat in mind.

Main children’s participation mechanisms

Children’s participation in political and democratic life is facilitated through a number of
structures and stakeholders. At the national level, children’s and youth councils,
children’s and youth parliaments and the Ombudspersons for Children’s offices
(or an equivalent institution) remain the most prevalent mechanisms directly involving
children in political and democratic life. The differences between some councils and
parliaments are purely lexical as their ways of operation, political relationships with adult
institutions and forums of decision-making, and influence on decision-making processes
may be similar.

Children’s and youth councils are found in 27 out of 28 countries, and at the
international and European levels. The term ‘council’ can denote a variety of
structures. The organisational structure and responsibilities of a particular
council type is not always clear-cut, as councils can have similar characteristics and
overlapping responsibilities. This variety of council structures is particularly evident
at national level - some countries have more than one national council structure.
Individual children participating in these mechanisms represent collective voices of the
wider groups of children and young people. Councils’ work is mostly focused on policy
planning, with involvement in implementation or monitoring and evaluation of policies
being relatively rare. Councils are child-led in only around half of the countries, and
children’s views and opinions are typically limited to ‘recommendations’ that are not
binding. For many children participation in a council structure (typically at local or regional
level) is often the first direct experience of being involved in decision-making processes.

Children’s and youth parliaments are also a common permanent structure, and are
present at national level in 15 MS, and at European level. Parliaments typically operate
as annual education and training programmes or as competitions culminating at a
plenary session or a set of activities in the national parliament. Children are mostly
involved in the structure-implementation stage, e.g. they participate as candidates,
organise activities and projects, and vote for projects. Children/youth can put forward
recommendations to the country’s politicians. These are generally not binding, but
they influence policy to varying degrees. Tangible policy impacts resulting from
children’s and youth parliaments’ actions were identified in four countries (France, Ireland,
Slovenia and the UK).

The Ombudspersons for Children’s office (or an equivalent institution, such as the
Children’s Commissioners) is a prevalent stakeholder operating in all EU MS and the UK,
and the majority of these national or regional/subnational offices are also members of the
European Network for Ombudspersons for Children (ENOC). However, the level and
breadth of involvement of children and young people in Ombudspersons for
Children’s work and activities varies between countries.

Main stakeholders involved in the mechanisms and processes that facilitate children’s
participation in political and democratic life include international and European public
organisations/bodies, national, regional and local-level government authorities
and institutions (Ministries, state agencies), civil society organisations (with presence
at the international, national and/or local level), and educational institutions. At local
level, UNICEF’s child-friendly cities initiative is taken up in nearly half of all MS.
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Many regular and one-off projects and children’s participation processes take place in
educational institutions. Most children participating in focus groups felt most familiar
with participation practices at schools.

Characteristics of child stakeholders

Among consulted children, knowledge about children’s rights and understanding of
what is meant by children’s participation in political and democratic life varied
greatly. Overall, most children were aware of and were able to name existing structures
and mechanisms for children’s participation, such as councils, parliaments and mechanisms
operating at the school-level. They were more aware of and positive about proximal
local structures for children to participate, and found it harder to discuss the more
‘distant’ structures at the national and EU level. However, some children questioned
whether the existing structures really do take their opinions into account, and felt that the
structures need to be supported and strengthened.

The collected evidence suggests an almost equal participation of girls and boys? in the
mechanisms that facilitate children’s participation in political and democratic life. However,
this is not the case in relation to children’s ages. The boundary between child and youth is
often blurred, and mixing of children and young adults (18+) is common across
mechanisms and across MS. Most mechanisms are geared towards older children (i.e. over
12 years old); mechanisms involving younger children are relatively rare. Sometimes
arbitrary age limits and restrictions exclude children under (or above) certain ages.
Inclusiveness is an important goal, but challenges remain. There are efforts to
include vulnerable or disadvantaged children, including children from diverse
geographical locations, family situations, ethnic/migration-backgrounds and with
disabilities. Vulnerable and disadvantaged children are included in mainstream
mechanisms. However, there are also specific mechanisms that target specific groups of
children (e.g. children with care experience, migrant children) to seek their views and
opinions on particular aspects. In this respect, policy-makers often consult with NGOs that
work with groups of children who experience specific vulnerabilities.

Characteristics of children’s participation mechanisms and processes

The purpose of children’s participation is both a means to achieve specific legal or
policy outcomes (e.g. informing a policy document or making recommendations to
decision-makers), and an end in itself (as an exercise of children’s democratic right to
participate as citizens).

Although few mechanisms are designed by children themselves, children play a role
in helping mechanisms evolve. Children appear to be more involved at various
points of mechanism implementation, e.g. voting on council rules and principles of
operation, chairing meetings, administering research studies and (co-) creating child-
friendly communication material. Formal monitoring and evaluation of mechanisms
is lacking in most mechanisms at all levels, but feedback from children is often
collected via feedback forms, questionnaires or informal feedback chats.

Children’s involvement in the policy cycles typically takes place at the start of the
mechanism, with children sharing views on policy proposals. Very few mechanisms
involve children in policy implementation, monitoring and evaluation stages. Children are
involved not only in diverse, broad-ranging mechanisms but also subject-specific
ones. Common topics include gender equity, bullying and violence, health and wellbeing
(including mental health) and digital technology. Several mechanisms at MS level focused
on topics particularly relevant for disadvantaged and vulnerable children. Children are also
consulted about children’s participation itself.

Most structures and mechanisms are typically adult-initiated, and most of them were
established in the 1990s and 2000s - often as a result of legislative acts or
regulations. Few existing mechanisms identified in this study were initiated by children
themselves.
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In terms of timing of children’s participation, most mechanisms represent (semi-)
permanent structures that involve regular opportunities for children’s participation
(councils, parliaments and annual/regular conferences). Project-based mechanisms
(time-limited) are put in place to respond to a particular need, e.g. initiatives related to
consulting children on a Children’s/Youth Strategy. One-off consultations include topic-
and time-limited consultations, studies or events. Several one-off consultations were held
at the international and national levels in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Project-
based and one-off mechanisms can also be facilitated via established permanent
structures.

In terms of modes of participation - understood as the degree to which the power is
handed to or removed from adults and given to children — mechanisms are typically high
on information (children gathering information) and consultation (children expressing
views and opinions), but low on initiation (mechanisms being initiated by children),
engagement (children’s views being taken into account) and decision-making (children
make a final decision).

Of the more than 300 mechanisms identified in this study, very few show evidence of
their impact on either children’s degree of influence on policy-making and/or children’s
participation levels. As noted by many children participating in this study, it seems that
mechanisms exist for proposing ideas, but lack monitoring and evaluation
components. There is also some evidence about the transformative effect of
participation on the levels of skills, confidence, empowerment and self-efficacy
among children who take part in participatory processes.

Overall, the collected evidence suggests that children’s participation is still not
perceived and implemented as an integral and fundamental part of policy-
/decision-making processes. It is still often not embedded in all policy areas, but is
rather a topic in itself or an add-on. It is still not a continuous process, but is only targeted
at specific activities or stages.

Facilitators of and barriers to children’s participation

The UNCRC and its implementation activities was frequently referenced as a
ubiquitous driver across a large majority of the reviewed mechanisms and processes at
international, European and national levels. An important facilitator of children’s
participation are also national policies, strategies and/or plans, which were in place
or being developed in around two-thirds of MS. Many such initiatives include children’s
right to participation. Some countries have regulations on the operation of children’s
and youth councils and parliaments - it is a legal requirement to consult youth
structures in four MS, and children’s structures in three MS. In addition, two MS have laws
and regulations on the operation of the youth participatory budgets at local level.
National school curriculum on citizenship and participation - which equips children
with knowledge about children’s rights and skills facilitating participation - and children
and young people themselves (e.g. the ‘Fridays for Futures’ movement), were also
identified as key facilitators of participatory mechanisms.

Important facilitators include web platforms that facilitate exchange of views on priorities
for action. The importance of online technologies and platforms for participation,
education and social interactions became particularly pronounced during the COVID-
19 pandemic. The pandemic also further highlighted that not all children have equitable
access to digital technologies, digital skills or the internet. Limited resources can act as a
barrier to recruit vulnerable children. Although many participatory processes were
dramatically interrupted due to COVID-19, the study has also identified some positive
examples of activities being conducted in the online environment.

Adults with a passion for children’s participation are sometimes key drivers to
establishing children’s participation mechanisms. Interview data suggest that
commitment of high-ranking decision-makers is a crucial facilitator, because these
stakeholders have political power and are also passionate about children’s participation.
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A number of children participating in focus groups felt that participating as a group
gives greater ‘weight’ to children’s views and opinions. Support by adults with
experience and knowledge and peer-to-peer support was considered by some children
as crucial to feel empowered to share their views and ideas. Other children also considered
that safe spaces, where children feel comfortable to share their views in a trusting
environment, were an essential component of sustainable children’s participation
structures. Some stakeholders are aware of insufficient inclusion of vulnerable and
disadvantaged children, and make targeted efforts to include those children.

At the same time, the collected evidence suggests that societal views and attitudes
about children, their competencies and abilities to participate (in other words, a ‘tokenistic’
approach) are some of the key barriers to impactful and inclusive children’s
participation. Children mentioned that adults do not trust children to participate or
believe they are too young or do not have the capacity and knowledge to participate.

Linguistic capacities of children (and adults) as well as shortcomings in the availability
and accessibility of information on participation mechanisms (e.g. in accessible
formats) can also act as a barrier. A considerable group of children expressed views that
they or their peers are not sufficiently informed (and not aware) about participation
processes and initiatives, and that children from vulnerable backgrounds have more limited
access to existing structures.

Complex bureaucracies, the lack of recognition of children’s participation in legal
frameworks and absence of feedback to children on the results of children’s
participation may also discourage children from participating. A few children felt that this
lack of accountability and follow-up resulted from a power imbalance between adults
and children, with children’s involvement being often a box-ticking exercise and tokenistic.

Finally, the lack of recognition of children’s participation in legal frameworks (e.g.
decisions made by children’s/youth councils are not binding) and not communicating to
children the results of children’s participation may also discourage children from
participating. Children felt that this lack of accountability and follow up resulted from
a power imbalance between adults and children, with children’s involvement being often
a box-ticking exercise and providing a sense of tokenism.

Lessons learnt and potential future action

Due to roles, responsibilities and relationships between children and adults not always
being clear-cut in some mechanisms - and the unequal level of information about particular
mechanisms - caution must be taken when comparing mechanisms and transferring
lessons.

In terms of being inclusive, impactful and child-led, the most successful children’s
participation mechanisms involve children in all stages of the policy-making
process. However, such approaches are relatively rare as children’s participation is still
often not perceived as an integral and continuous part of decision-making. Many children’s
participation processes and mechanisms are facilitated via collective structures and
implemented via regular formats. However, it is equally important to provide opportunities
for individual voices to be heard, and to channel participation via one-off and project-based
mechanisms. Information-sharing and provision of training for children and adults
are important facilitators of children’s participatory processes. However, there is little
evidence on which training approaches work best.

Full inclusion of children of all backgrounds and ages is still a challenge, despite
representativeness and inclusiveness being important policy goals. The COVID-19
pandemic highlighted that the use of digital tools and communication platforms creates
multiple opportunities. However, at the same time, digitalisation can also widen inequalities
due to unequal levels of digital skills and access to digital devices and the internet.
Investing more resources may be necessary to make children’s participation processes and
mechanisms a reality across all levels.

\
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Stakeholders highlighted the important role of the EU in promoting children’s
participation in political and democratic life across all levels. As suggested by
interviewees, potential future action should focus on giving children’s participation
more visibility and ensuring involvement of children in the co-creation of policies
at European, national and local levels. Some interviewees viewed the EU’s role as a
defender of human rights, a facilitator of information (e.g. guidelines) and
knowledge exchanges (e.g. on promising practices), in capacity building, and in
enabling collaborations and support networks as being critical to more firmly embed
children’s participation mechanisms in social and democratic structures at the
international, EU, national and local levels.

Vi
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1 Introduction

In line with Article 12 of the United Nation’s Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC),
child participation is the notion that, on all matters affecting them, children have the right
to express their views and have them taken into account, in accordance with their age and
maturity?. Of relevance, is also Article 24 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the
European Union, which also states that children may express their views freely. Such views
shall be taken into consideration on matters which concern them in accordance with their
age and maturity. It is within this context that the main objective of this assignment is to
provide the European Commission Directorate-General for Justice and Consumers (DG
JUST) with analysis on the participation of children in political and democratic life across
the European Union (EU). The study results and ideas gathered during this project may, in
turn, contribute to the future work on this area at EU level.

The objective of this chapter is to provide an overview of this study. This chapter first
locates the research project in the broader context of policy discussions on children’s rights,
and introduces the reader to the key concepts and definitions used in the report. It further
highlights some of the benefits and challenges associated with children’s participation. This
is followed by the methodological approach - including the research questions, the
analytical approach, the research methodologies and data collection methods - and an
overview of the contribution from a panel of experts and the Eurochild Children’s Council.
It also describes the research’s limitations, and their potential impact on the research
findings and conclusions.

1.1 Policy background

The Union is founded on representative democracy and the promotion of democratic
participation for all citizens is a shared responsibility among the EU, national and local
levels. Both the promotion and protection of the rights of the child - including the right of
the child to participate - are central objectives of the EU and key features of its identity.
Article 24 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union recognises the rights
of the child as fundamental rights®, whilst Article 3(3) of the Treaty on European Union
asserts, explicitly, the requirement of the EU to protect the rights of the child®. Of relevance
in this context are Article 10 and 11 of the Treaty on European Union on democratic
principles, bearing in mind the EU competences in the field. Specific to the right of the child
to participate, the Council of Europe’s 2012 recommendation to member states on the
participation of children and young people outlines a number of key principles of child
participation”:

e The right of a child to participate must not be restricted by age or by discrimination
on any other ground, and particular efforts should be made to enable participation
of children and young people with fewer opportunities. Children who exercise their
right to participate and freely express their views must be protected from harm. In
addition, in order for participation to be effective, meaningful and sustainable, it
should be best understood as an ongoing process, rather than a one-off event.

e Children should be provided with all relevant information and support to enable
them to participate meaningfully, and should be fully informed as to the scope of
their participation and the expected and actual outcomes of their participation.
Consideration must also be given to the idea of evolving capacity, which is the
notion that children should be able to increasingly influence matters affecting them
as they acquire a greater capacity to do so.

The recommendation also invokes the General Comment on Article 12 of the UNCRC, by
recommending that all processes involving children should be transparent, informative,

voluntary, respectful, relevant to children’s lives, in child-friendly environments, inclusive
(non-discriminatory), supported by training, safe, sensitive to risk and accountable.

1.1.1 Concepts and definitions

This study applies the following definitions.
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Child

This study applies the UNCRC definition of a ‘child’. The most widely ratified human rights
international treaty in the world, the CRC stipulates that a ‘child’ is anyone under the age
of 188. It should be noted that despite this legal definition, ‘childhood’ is a fluid concept
that can encompass different terminology in different contexts®. Other terms used to
describe children under the age of 18 include ‘adolescents’ and ‘teenagers’. Some people
use the term ‘youth’ and ‘young people’, in which case they often refer to groups that
include people under 18, as well as people over 18!%, When the term ‘youth’ and/or ‘young
people’ is applied in this study, this considers mechanisms that include, at least to some
degree, people under 18.

Children’s participation

This study applies a broad definition of participation, in line with Warrington and Larkins’s
description:

‘[c]hild participation is variously understood as having a say, being involved in
decision-making and achieving influence (through words and actions): within
personal lives, communities, practice, research and policy.**

When assessing participation mechanisms, processes and initiatives in political and
democratic life, this study adopts a position in line with Article 12 of the UNCRC, as well as
drawing on Article 24 of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights and the Council of Europe
2012 Recommendation that children can express their ideas about government policies,
guidance, budgets and services'?.

In cases where more than one child is participating, it is more common to speak of
‘children’s participation’, rather than ‘child’ participation!3. Given that this study focuses
mostly on examples where multiple children were given the opportunity to participate, this
report primarily refers to ‘children’s participation’. An important part of children’s
participation is that children can express their views and ideas, and that these ideas are
translated into change!4. This can include changes in understandings, training, policy and
practice®>,

Children’s participation can occur at any stage in the decision-making process'®. As this
study shows, children can be involved in agenda-setting, design, implementation and
follow-up of policy initiatives!”.

Political and democratic life

This study focuses on the phenomenon of children’s participation in the EU’s political and
democratic life. This includes existing initiatives designed, implemented and funded by
municipalities, regional/national governments or child-rights organisations at all levels
(international, EU, national and regional/local). The aim of collecting children’s opinions is
to inform future policy or legislative developments, or to receive input on matters and
issues that are considered important by children. This encompasses collecting children’s
views and feedback through consultations, polls, ad hoc meetings or structural consultation
bodies.

The study does not address children’s participation in other settings (i.e. in judicial
proceedings, school daily life or family-related contexts). Instead, it focuses on issues of
active citizenship and engagement in public life, through means other than voting in
elections (for which the minimum age is 18, except in a couple of EU MS)®. While this
study might consider mechanisms that are promoted by the education system, it does not
provide a detailed overview of how participation features in school curricula, such as via
civic education or citizenship classes.
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Mechanism

A ‘mechanism’ is an initiative that enables children to express their views, and for these
views to be taken into account in decision-making processes at local, national and EU
levels. These initiatives can be connected to the design, implementation and evaluation of
legislation and public policies affecting children’s lives. A mechanism can manifest itself as
a regular process or as a one-off initiative or practice that is applied at a specific place and
time. For that reason, the terms ‘process’, ‘initiative’ and ‘practice’ are used to denote
children’s participation mechanisms.

A mechanism can be initiated by a structure (e.g. a children’s council or parliament) or a
stakeholder (e.g. international institution, national/regional/local government, non-
governmental organisation). It should be noted that one mechanism may involve many
structures and/or stakeholders, a particular structure or stakeholder can be involved in
many mechanisms, and a participation process may involve many mechanisms and
structures.

1.1.2 The benefits of child participation

The benefits of child participation are well documented and have been recognised by both
policy-makers and scholars alike: the 2013 European Commission Recommendation on
‘Investing in Children: breaking the cycle of disadvantage’ supported and promoted
children’s involvement in decision-making that affects their lives!®, whilst the European
Commission’s 2015 study evaluating legislation, policy and practice on child participation
in the EU emphasised the positive impact that child participation can have, both upon
policy-making and upon children themselves?°.

In the policy sphere, children’s participation can precipitate change in both policy and
attitudes. Children have demonstrated ample competency to influence policy either directly
or indirectly, with or without support, at international, national and - in particular - at local
level. At the national level for instance, policy impact most commonly occurs when children
are able to raise awareness of policy issues, or when they are included in the development
of initiatives such as youth strategies or action plans (see Annex C)?!. At the local level
there is often greater scope for children to participate and a greater number of structures
in place for them to do so, such as youth councils, which are often closer to the realities of
their life. Levels of impact are typically higher at the local level than the national level??.

In many areas, children’s participation can contribute to changes in attitudes towards
children. It is argued that as a result of children’s participation, there has been greater
demand for children’s opinions in schools and welfare services, whilst in many cases
national authorities have become more aware of the rights of children?3,

There is a clear link between children successfully exercising their right to be heard and
tangible improvements to their circumstances or status (e.g. in healthcare; judicial or
administrative proceedings; in cases of reported abuses, children protected from harm)?.
There are also a number of benefits to children themselves that are derived from child
participation. The best-documented of these are the personal and social benefits of
participation: there is a clear link between participation and improvements in confidence
and self-esteem - as well as to improvements in both practical and problem-solving skills?.

In addition, a number of societal benefits are derived from participation associated with
children’s increased civic and social awareness. Democratic states desire the participation
of citizens to facilitate the democratic process. But, as pointed out by Hart:

'[It] is unrealistic to expect them suddenly to become responsible, participating
adult citizens at the age of 16, 18, or 21 without prior exposure to the skills and
responsibilities involved.?®

Providing children with opportunities for participation enables them to learn about the
democratic process and develop the necessary skills and confidence to participate?’. In
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fact, research has shown a positive relationship between participating in political and
democratic life as a child, and adult civic engagement later in life?8.

1.1.3 The challenges to child participation

There are a number of challenges to child participation that mean children’s views are not
heard or afforded proper consideration, or that children are prevented from participating
in a meaningful way.

A 2016 study published by the Council of Europe (CoE) examining challenges to children’s
rights asserted that children are routinely denied the opportunity to participate in matters
that affect their lives, and that the situation varied across countries?®. The report found
that in some European states, even if legislation to ensure child participation is in place,
children are rarely listened to and often feel like their voices are not being heard. In
addition, the study identified a range of obstacles to enacting their right to participation.
These include adult indifference, over-complex procedures and practical barriers (for
example, lack of time, language difficulties or insecure living conditions inhibiting proper
participation)3°. Other research into child participation has highlighted that there is a
danger that it can be seen as tokenistic3!, whilst there are also concerns about ‘consultation
fatigue’ amongst children - where children quickly experience disillusionment if they are
not provided feedback, and if their participation does not lead to change?2. Indeed, the
Council of Europe report found that many children feel politically disengaged and do not
believe that politicians represent their interests33.

In addition, not everyone is in favour of children’s participation. Some people view children
as incapable of thinking about issues in the same way as adults, and regard their opinions
as not being valuable3*. Others think that childhood should be protected as a period of
innocence in a person’s life and that children should not be burdened with adult topics.
Under such views, children are not seen as active citizens and independent bearers of
rights, because they do not share the same rights and responsibilities as adults3®. This view
can affect young people’s self-esteem and might contribute to alienating them from the
political and democratic process. Considering that in recent years concerns have grown
about people’s willingness to engage in political processes, including participating in
elections, this is an important consideration3”.

1.2 Methodological approach
1.2.1 Research questions and analytical framework
This study answers the following research questions:

1. What is the state of play in the EU of child participation in decision-making processes
at local, national and European levels?

2. What mechanisms of child participation exist at the international, EU, national and
local levels, and what are their main characteristics?

3. How could well-functioning mechanisms and examples of promising practice inspire
future EU actions to support child participation at the EU, national and local levels?

4. What are children’s perceptions and positions regarding child participation?

These research questions feed into the analytical framework (see Figure 1. Analytical
Framework) and are translated into four interrelated tasks:

Task 1 — Mapping (review) of policy, data and practices (at the national level in 27
EU MS and the UK, and at the local level in 10 selected MS: Bulgaria, Finland, France,
Germany, Ireland, Malta, the Netherlands, Portugal, Slovenia and Spain. These countries
were selected based on the criteria outlined below, see
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1. Table 1).

2. Task 2 - In-depth qualitative research focused on the 10 selected MS states.
a. Task 2 consists of three subtasks:

b. Interviews with adult stakeholders;
Focus groups with children; and

d. Case studies of selected mechanisms for children’s participation considered
as promising practices.

3. Task 3 - Synthesis of key features consisting of two subtasks:

a. Workshops: including an internal core team workshop, and a validation
workshop with EC stakeholders and experts; and

b. Child consultation on the draft final report.

4. Task 4 - Analysis, synthesis and reporting

Figure 1. Analytical Framework

7

Research questions: )
1. State of play in the EU of child participation in decision-making processes at local, national and European levels
2. Existing mechanisms (facilitators and barriers) for child participation and their main characteristics
3. Future EU action to support child participation at the EU, national and local levels
4. Children's perception an ition regarding child participation J

\ 4

Desk research (scoping review covering 27 MS and the UK)

Mechanisms at EU/international level Mechanisms at national level Mechanisms at local level
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In-depth qualitative research

Interviews with adult stakeholders Focus groups with children Case study analysis
EU/international level Additional documentation review (10 selected MS)
MS level (10 selected MS) MS level (10 selected MS)
Local level (10 selected MS) Additional interviews (10 selected MS)
\ y,
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Synthesis

1. Identification of key features characterising well-functioning child participation mechanisms
2. Identification of the key problem (and its drivers) that possible future EU action aimed at strengthening child participation
might need fo address, and the added value of such EU action

The 10 MS were selected based on the following criteria, such as geographical location,
size, membership in the EU, and different levels of social and political participation (as
defined by an EU SILC indicator on the percentage of people aged 16 and over participating
in formal and informal voluntary activities and active citizenship).
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Table 1. Criteria for selection of the 10 MS for in-depth qualitative research

-
<6

Bulgaria
Slovenia
6-10 Spain Portugal Malta
(Cyprus)
Netherlands
>10 France Finland Ireland

Germany
Source: RAND Europe’s own compilation of data.
Note: MS that joined the EU prior to 2004 enlargement are indicated in black, MS that joined the EU in 2004 or
later are indicated in red. Country size: large = MS with population over 11 million; medium = MS with population
between 5 and 11 million; small = MS with population under 5 million. Eurostat EU SILC indicator ‘Percentage of
people aged 16 and over participating in formal or informal voluntary activities or active citizenship’: less than
6%, 6-10%, 10% or more. Cyprus is placed in brackets as it was a reserve country. All Eurostat data32.

1.2.2 Research methodologies
Mapping of mechanisms of children’s participation in political and democratic life

The objective of this task was to map the mechanisms of children’s participation in political
and democratic life across the EU. This included mapping mechanisms at the EU and
international level, at the national level in 27 MS and the UK, and at the regional/local level
in 10 selected MS.

The mapping was based on a targeted literature review of sources published since 2012.
This cut-off point was chosen to capture developments introduced since the Council of
Europe’s 2012 recommendation on the participation of children and young people3®, and
the European Commission’s 2013 Recommendation on Investing in Children: Breaking the
cycle of disadvantage?®®. It was assumed that these two policy initiatives were likely to
stimulate discussions about existing and new initiatives. However, in cases where a
mechanism initiated prior to 2012 appeared to be of great importance, it was also included.

To complete the targeted review, RAND Europe liaised with national experts with relevant
qualifications, methodological experience and language skills. Experts were provided with
detailed instructions, including a search protocol (Annex D) and a data-extraction template
(Annex E).

All collected evidence was analysed (the analyses were guided by the analytical framework
presented in Annex I) and summarised in tables and narrative fiches (see Annex B and
Annex J for further detail).

Interviews with adult stakeholders

The study team carried out 64 semi-structured telephone interviews with adult
stakeholders who had relevant expertise in children’s participation across the EU. Potential
interviewees were identified by country experts during the mapping task, as well as
through recommendations from DG JUST and interviewees themselves. Interviewees were
organised into six stakeholder categories: academics/experts, international organisations
(e.g. UN, CoE), child-rights organisations, EU institutions (e.g. relevant services of the EC)
and national and local authorities (from the selected 10 countries). The numbers of
interviewees per stakeholder category and per country are shown in Table 2 and Table 3
below. A final, approved version of the topic guide for interviews with adult stakeholders
is presented in Annex F, and a final approved version of the interviewee participant
information sheet and consent form is presented in Annex G.
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At least two researchers attended each interview — one to lead the conversation with the
interviewee, and one to take detailed notes. The interview notes were then coded for
information that complimented the data obtained via the mapping exercise (Task 1) and
for themes that specifically emerged from the interviews.

Table 2. Total number of interviews conducted per stakeholder category

Academics, Independent Experts 13 13
(EX)

Child Rights Organisations (CR) 15 12
International Organisations (INT) 12 7
EU Institutions (EU) 12 11
National Authorities (NA) 15 13
Local Authorities (LA) 11 8
Total 78 64

Table 3. Total number of interviews conducted per country

Bulgaria
Finland
France
Germany
Ireland
Malta
Netherlands
Portugal
Spain
Slovenia
EU/international
Total
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Focus groups with children

A total of 29 focus groups (16 in-person, 10 online and 3 one-to-one interviews)*! with a
total of 224 children (116 girls, 96 boys, 2 non-binary, 10 no information on gender) were
carried out in 10 MS (Bulgaria, Finland, Germany, Ireland, the Netherlands, Malta,
Portugal, Slovenia, Spain and Cyprus). The youngest participating child was seven years
old. A very small number of participants were between 18 and 20 years old (n < 5). As it
was not feasible to conduct children’s consultations in France (one of the selected countries
for local analysis, as per Table 1), focus group consultation with children was conducted in
Cyprus instead. The objective of this task was to consult children in order to capture their
perceptions, understanding and position on children’s participation mechanisms in the
democratic and political life. The consultations have been facilitated by Eurochild Member
Organisations (a list of each organisation involved can be found in Annex L).

Table 4 provides an overview of children’s consultations in each country, Annex H lists
Guidelines for consultations with children, and Annex L provides more detail about
organisation of children’s focus groups.
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Table 4. Summary of children’s consultations

BG
CY

3 1 3

1 - 1
DE 2 1 1
ES 3 3 -
FI 3 1 2
IE 2 1 1
MT 3 - 3
NL 742 7
PT 4 - 4
SL 1 - 1

Source: Authors’ summary based on Eurochild data.
Child protection policies

To ensure that children are able to participate safely in this research, the study was guided
by Eurochild’s Child Protection Policy*3. Eurochild’s work is underpinned by the UNCRC, and
provides a comprehensive framework for the protection, provision and participation of all
children. All children and adolescents involved in Eurochild activities, projects and
programmes have the right to:

e have their health, safety and wellbeing and best interests considered as top
priority;

e have their development promoted and safeguarded so that they can achieve their
full potential;

e be valued, respected and understood within the context of their own culture,
religion and ethnicity; and

e be listened to and to have their views given careful consideration, and to be
encouraged and helped to participate in decisions that affect them, including in
child-protection decisions.

Eurochild’s Child Protection Policy also applies to all Eurochild member organisations, and
to external partners when they cooperate and participate with children in Eurochild events.
For the purpose of this study, Eurochild’s Child Protection Policy was also applied to all
researchers and experts involved in data collection, analysis and synthesis in all stages of
the research process.

Conducting consultations and analyses

Each member organisation provided a report based on the conducted consultations. The
findings from these reports feature throughout this report.

Case studies of selected mechanisms for children’s participation considered as promising
practices

The study team undertook a detailed analysis of 12 mechanisms, which were selected
following the completion of the mapping exercise. Criteria for selection included the
available evidence underpinning the mechanism, as well as transferable lessons on
including vulnerable children or the use of digital tools to help foster participation. After
creating an initial shortlist of 27 possible case studies, 12 were selected following
consultations with the study’s expert panel and DG JUST. Short case-study descriptions
are provided throughout the report, and Annex A outlines the case studies’ guiding
document and complete versions of the case-study narratives.
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Analysis, synthesis and reporting

The objective of this task was to synthesise the main characteristics of the mechanisms
and identify key themes, patterns and/or contradictions arising across the collected
evidence, and to assess how the mechanisms could inspire a possible EU action in this
area.

In order to systematically analyse and synthesise features of all mechanisms, the core
team developed a set of guiding questions (see Annex I). This framework was developed
in consultation with the panel of experts (see Annex M), and is closely linked to the main
objectives and research questions of this study. This framework guided analysis and
reporting for the summary tables (see Annex B), and the analysis and synthesis of findings
and conclusions presented in all subsequent chapters of this report.

The analysis, synthesis and final reporting were also guided by discussions and feedback
received during two workshops. The first workshop involved members of the core study
team drawing out and reaching consensus on the study’s findings. The second workshop
involved the core study team, members of the European Commission and four experts who
provided ongoing guidance to the project (expert panel). The purpose of this second
workshop was to discuss and validate the study’s conclusions. The validation workshop
agenda can be found in Annex K.

1.2.3 Contributions from a panel of experts and the Eurochild Children’s Council

This study benefited from the advice of an expert panel consisting of four adults with
relevant expertise in children’s participation mechanisms in the EU. These experts are
credited for their contributions in Annex M. They supported the study by reviewing
protocols and data-collection tools, providing comments on draft reports and participating
in the validation workshop.

This project also consulted Eurochild’s Children’s Council**. The Eurochild Children’s council
is made up of 12 children from across Europe, who are supported by Eurochild members.
The current Eurochild Children’s Council was selected and set up in April 2019, and their
term was set for two years (until April 2021). The 12 children in the Eurochild Children’s
Council are aged 11-16 years old, come from different European countries and have
diverse backgrounds, including migrant children and children in care. The Council members
provided advice at different stages of the study, e.g. they were consulted on the
methodology and data-collection tools, provided advice on the report drafts, and were
actively involved in the production of the accessible summary of the final report.

1.3 Limitation of this research

This research is subject to a few main limitations.

The first limitation is the breadth of the study. Despite rigorous research undertaken by
national researchers and the core research team to map existing children’s participation
mechanisms across the 27 EU Member States and the UK, it is still possible that some
mechanisms were not captured due to data (in)availability and access, or time and
resource constraints. In order to mitigate this risk, in relation to information about relevant
mechanisms present in MS, DG JUST and the study team liaised with MS delegates to
confirm the obtained results. A list of identified mechanisms has been shared with the
delegates, providing an opportunity to note any important mechanisms that might not have
been included. Despite these efforts, it is possible that some existing mechanisms may
have been overlooked.

The second limitation relates to the factual accuracy and relevance of some of the
information provided by interviewees. Interviewees were asked about their experiences of,
and views and opinions about, children’s participation mechanisms in political and
democratic life. Interviewees were also asked about possible EU action to address some of
the identified challenges, as well as the future direction of EU policy-making in this thematic
area. The analysis is limited to identifying possible future actions. It does not systematically
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assess feasibility or examine the advantages and disadvantages of different options
identified, as this would be beyond the scope of this study.

Furthermore, while the study aims to include participation mechanisms for children (i.e.
persons below the age of 18 years), in practice and across a range of mechanisms the age
boundary between children and youth is not always well defined. As such, this report also
includes mechanisms that are focused on youth, as long as they also include, at least to
some degree, children.

Finally, it should be noted that data collection for this study took place amidst the COVID-
19 pandemic. In order to accommodate an efficient, high-quality but also timely process,
the consultations with children took place either as in-person meetings or online
discussions (in groups and one-to-one). This varied from context to context depending on
what was feasible in participating countries amidst ongoing health and safety measures.

1.4 Structure of this report

This draft final report presents findings from data collected in all research tasks. All data
have been examined and systematically analysed to inform conclusions.

This report is structured as follows. Chapter 2 outlines the main children’s participation
mechanisms, structures and stakeholders. Chapter 3 provides detail on the characteristics
of children’s participation mechanisms. This is followed by Chapter 4, which focuses on
facilitators and barriers to children’s participation. Chapter 5 outlines lessons learnt and
potential future action. Study conclusions are summarised in Chapter 6. The report is
accompanied by Annexes A-M, which present all the data-collection tools, templates and
guiding documents, summary tables and complete versions of the case-study narratives.

10
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2 Main mechanisms, structures and stakeholders for children’s
participation

Key findings

e The key mechanisms for children’s participation in political and democratic life are
facilitated through permanent (often government-initiated) institutions or
structures, such as children’s and/or youth councils and parliaments. The
differences between some of these structures are purely lexical as their way of
operation, their relationships with adult institutions and their influence on decision-
making processes may be similar. The office of the Ombudsperson for children also
takes an active role in children’s participation mechanisms in several countries.

o Children’s and youth councils are the most prevalent structures at national
level, and are found in 27 countries and at the EU level. The term ‘council’
can denote a variety of structures, with different roles, responsibilities and
organisational structures. These characteristics, in turn, influence how each
council facilitates communication of children’s views and children’s
involvement in the policy-making processes. The variety of council
structures is particularly evident at national level, with many countries
having more than one type of a council structure.

o Children’s and youth parliaments constitute a common permanent structure,
and are found in 15 countries and at the EU level (European Youth
Parliament). These structures typically operate as annual education and
training programmes that enable children to put forward policy
recommendations. These are generally not binding.

o Ombudsperson’s Office for Children (or equivalent) is a structure operating
in all 27 MS and the UK, and is also part of the European Network of
Ombudspersons for Children (ENOC). The level and breadth of the
Ombudsperson’s involvement in children’s participation mechanisms varies
across Member States.

e A number of stakeholders at all levels is involved in mechanisms and processes
facilitating children’s participation in political and democratic life.

o Public organisations/bodies and civil society organisations are responsible
for organising events for and with children, designing and implementing
tools and guidelines, providing information and conducting a variety of
consultations, polls and research studies.

o Educational institutions and teachers play an important role in helping to
facilitate children’s participation, e.g. via educational programmes on active
citizenship and participation itself, and by helping to recruit children.

o Children are important stakeholders and take on a variety of roles and
responsibilities. However, the level of children’s knowledge about children’s
rights varies greatly amongst children across Europe. Overall, the evidence
suggests an equal participation of girls and boys, but evidence related to
children’s ages provides a more mixed picture, with participatory processes
and practices often geared towards older children. Inclusiveness is an
important goal, but the degree to which this is achieved varies across
mechanisms and countries. Children themselves are aware of existing
structures and mechanisms - particularly at the local level — but have low
awareness and a mixed view on the role of the EU in supporting children’s
participation. Children have also identified several obstacles to having their
voices and opinions taken into account.

This chapter outlines the main structures and stakeholders of children’s participation in
political and democratic life, and focuses on how these structures and stakeholders
facilitate children’s participation via a variety of mechanisms at the international,
European, national and local (as relevant) levels.
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2.1 Overview of key mechanisms

The collected evidence shows that the key mechanisms for children’s participation in
political and democratic life are facilitated through permanent (often government-initiated)
institutions or structures, such as children’s and/or youth councils and parliaments. The
office of the Ombudsperson for Children is also active in several countries, and has
implemented dedicated structures and structural mechanisms (such as children’s advisory
panels) and/or held regular and ad hoc consultations with children.

As discussed later in this chapter, differences between some of these structures are purely
lexical as their political relationship with adult institutions and forums of political decision-
making may be similar. For instance, a particular structure may be called a parliament in
one country and a council in another country, but the way they operate and their influence
on decision-making processes may be similar.

Table 5 summarises key mechanisms at the international, EU and national level. The
subsequent sections in this chapter provide detailed information about each of these
mechanisms.

Table 5. Overview of key structures and mechanisms facilitating children’s
participation

Internatlonal
v (ENOC)
AT
BE
BG
CY
Ccz
DE
DK
EE
EL
ES
FI

FR
HR
HU
IE

IT

LT
LU
LV
MT
NL
PL
PT
RO
SE
SI '

SK

UK v %

Source: Authors’ summary based on data from mapping, interviews and case study tasks.

Note: Due to the limited amount of time allocated to the research and to the unavailability of public information
relating to some of the mechanisms, this study cannot guarantee that all existing mechanisms have been captured
and described.

\4

== = [+

<

<
|

= ]

\/

B e e e e e e e e e e e I N



Study on child participation in EU political and democratic life

2.2 Children’s and youth councils

Children’s and youth councils remain the most prevalent permanent structure
directly involving children. However, the term ‘council’ can denote a variety of
structures, with different roles, responsibilities and organisational structures.

Overall, council structures can be grouped into four main types:

1. Children’s/youth councils operating in an advisory capacity as part of:
o international, European and national institutions/governments; and
o non-governmental organisations;
2. Council structures/associations of child- and youth-focused organisations;
3. Networks (council structures at national level) supporting the operation of the
regional and local councils; and
4. Other council-type structures focusing on particular thematic issues.

In turn, the different characteristics of the structure influence how each council facilitates
communication of children’s views and children’s involvement in the policy-making
processes. As direct dialogue between children/youth members of the councils and policy-
makers takes different formats, different councils can be viewed as separate
mechanisms.

Nevertheless, the organisational structure and responsibilities of particular council
types are not always clear-cut, as some council types can have similar
characteristics and (sometimes) overlapping responsibilities. In addition, there is
also some overlap in terms of the age groups that participate in particular council
structures, with some councils being dedicated to children and others to youth, and some
including both children and youth. The variety of council structures is particularly
evident at national level, with many countries having more than one type of a
council structure.

Individual children participating in these mechanisms typically represent voices of
the wider groups of children and young people. Overall, children’s and youth councils
are found in 27 out of 28 countries (26 EU MS and in the UK), and at the international
and European level.

The sections below map out particular council types and outline their main functions and
how children are recruited and selected to take part. Chapter 3 provides more detailed
assessment of the main characteristics of each of the mechanisms of children’s
participation. A summary of information about the main characteristics of councils at the
national level is presented in Table 6, and a more detailed overview appears in Annex C.

2.2.1 International and European level
Children’s/youth councils operating in an advisory capacity

The collected evidence suggests that the operation of mechanisms facilitating children’s
participation at international and European levels relies on close collaboration with
external partners - i.e. international, European and national NGOs delivering services
to and working with children (see also Section 2.5.1). In this respect, the NGOs’
permanent children’s and youth councils and ad hoc council-type structures serve as a
platform to liaise with children and support activities of relevant stakeholders, e.g. the UN,
CoE and EC. NGOs are typically involved in the processes of recruitment and selection of
children, briefing and debriefing children, and organising participatory activities*>. For
instance ‘Child Rights Connect’, a global organisation of children’s networks, supports the
UN and UNICEF, and Eurochild supports the CoE and the EC in facilitating children’s
participation processes.

In more detail, Child Rights Connect first supported a Children’s Advisory Team of 21 child
advisors at the 2018 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child’s Day of Discussion (DGD)
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on Protecting and Empowering Children as Human Rights Defenders. It also supported a
global Children’s Advisory Team of nine child advisors in the development of UNICEF's
official child-friendly UN Convention on the Rights of the Child*®. It also plans to support
the UN during the Universal Periodic Review*’. Since February 2020, Child Rights Connect
has had a permanent Children’s Advisory Team structure, composed of 11 children aged
10-17 years old representing different regions around the world*8. The child advisors have
chosen a mandate of either one or two years. The role of this structure is to advance the
recognition, protection and empowerment of child human-rights defenders, including
through children’s participation at national, regional and international levels. The activities
of this permanent structure build on the experiences and lessons learned from previous
children’s participation activities*.

In the European context, Eurochild and the University of Central Lancashire were
contracted by the Council of Europe, Children’s Rights Division to organise, coordinate and
implement the participation of children at the 2019 international conference on children’s
rights®%. Young delegates - consisting of 13 children and young people from across Europe
- actively participated in the conference and acted as ‘challengers’ in *‘Power Talks’. This
was an innovative format of dynamic debates on a range of thought-provoking issues, with
young delegates making speeches and asking questions to challenge adults and
governments from across Europe>!. In order to communicate the conference discussions
to a wider audience of children, young delegates also drafted ‘a report by children for
children’>2,

At EU level, the European Forum on the rights of the child in 2020 - which had the objective
of contributing to the EU strategy on the rights of the child (2021-2024) - was supported
by the participation of around 60 children from various organisations across the EU and
internationally, and the involvement of Eurochild3. The upcoming EU strategy on the rights
of the child also consulted children2.

Council structures/associations of child- and youth-focused organisations

The European Youth Forum®>, established in 1996, is an international non-profit
association that serves as a platform and advocacy group of the national youth councils
and international non-governmental youth organisations in Europe. It consists of a total of
105 members, including 44 national youth councils and 61 international youth NGOs. It
represents youth - via several stakeholder groups - to a wide variety of EU, UN and
international institutions and organisations, so that young people are provided with
opportunities to directly participate and have their voices heard. The European Youth
Forum - in close collaboration with the Trio Presidency, the European Commission and
other youth civil society representatives — takes the lead role with regard to steering the
implementation of the EU Youth Dialogue (see Box 11 and Annex A)>,

2.2.2 National level
Children’s and youth councils operating in a government advisory capacity

National-level councils that have an advisory function to the national government
bodies have been identified in 11 countries: Bulgaria®’, Croatia®®, Cyprus>®, Denmark®?,
Estonia®!, Finland®?, Lithuania®, Latvia®, Poland®, Portugal®® and Sweden.®” These
councils often operate as an interdepartmental advisory body participating in the
development of public policies for children and youth.

In some countries, members of the councils are selected from youth organisations (e.g.
Sweden, Latvia), but children/youth can also self-nominate and participate in a competition
to be elected (e.g. Poland). In most countries, such councils are composed only of children
and youth members, but there are also councils composed of children/youth and adults.
In Latvia, the council is composed of 20 members, 8 of them being representatives of
youth organisations. Even if the role of councils is typically advisory, they may also have
other responsibilities (e.g. in Cyprus, undertaking youth-related projects). The advisory
role of the council structures in Denmark has some distinctive features (see Box 1).
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Box 1. Children’s participation structures at the Danish National Council for
Children

Three separate children’s participation structures are working as part of the Danish
National Council for Children (NCC) - a statutory national institution that is politically
independent, although administratively linked with the Ministry of Family and Customer
Affairs. These structures include:

e child and youth panel: a representative panel of approximately 2,000 children
aged 13 years old (on average) and selected and consulted for 3 years;

e mini child panel: a representative panel of 1,000 children aged 4-7 years old
(usually 5-6), with most children participating once or twice in total; and

e expert groups representing 5-15% of vulnerable or disadvantaged children and
youth (due to personal and/or family situations). The expert groups are made up
of 4-10 children with common characteristics, e.g. children with disabilities or
mental illness, children of incarcerated parents, etc.

Across these three structures, children are typically involved in a range of activities,
including the selection of topics for surveys and research studies, the design of data-
collection instruments, participation in research/surveys, and the analysis of data. The
results are disseminated to children, and participating children also have direct access
online to the panel website®®,

Council structures / associations of child- and youth-focused organisations

Umbrella-type council / association of hon-governmental or semi-governmental
organisations working for and with children and youth are a very popular type of
structure facilitating children’s and youth participation. They operate in 25 countries,
namely Austria®®, Belgium (Flanders)’®, Croatia’!, Cyprus’?, Denmark’3, Estonia’4,
Finland”>, Germany’®, Greece’’, Hungary,”® Ireland’?, Italy®, Latvia®!, Lithuania®?,
Luxembourg®, Malta®, the Netherlands®>, Poland®, Portugal®’, Romania®, Slovakia®,
Slovenia®, Spain®!, Sweden?®? and the UK®3:°4,

The member organisations include political, cultural, social, leisure, environmental,
voluntary, cause-specific (e.g. supporting youth with disabilities, ethnic minority children,
etc.) groups, and many more. They are often member-led organisations working together
to raise awareness about and advocate for aspects relevant to children and youth, and
contribute to the development of civil society. One of their goals is to improve child/youth
participation in policy-making. They typically aim to co-create and have impact on national
and international policy development and, to a lesser degree, implementation. The
national-level structures are typically coordinated by a Managing Board of elected
representatives from member organisations, and make decisions via a yearly General
Assembly. Many of these national-level councils are members of the European Youth
Forum.

In terms of activities for members, they often organise debates and forums focusing on a
particular topic or policy priority to exchange views and opinions, workshops and training
sessions, consultations and projects to enable children/youth to discuss and act on issues
that affect them, cultural events, and research. They are often an official representative
body responsible for liaising with the national government on child- and youth-focused
policy areas, and for initiating dialogue between children/youth and other stakeholders.
For instance, Forum des Jeunes in Belgium can make official representative submissions
to political actors, while the National Youth Council has a ‘social partner status™® in Austria.
In some countries, policy-makers at the national and local level are legally required to
consult child/youth structures when developing policies (see 4.1.2).
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Networks supporting the operation of regional and local councils

Another type of child/youth council structure are national-level networks supporting
the operation of the regional and local councils. Our research has identified that such
structures operate in five countries: Croatia®®, France®’, Hungary®®, Poland®® and
Slovenial®, All but one were established in the 1990s (Slovenia’s was founded in 2000).
Their role typically involves coordination and development of the network(s) of
regional/local councils, provision of support to the local authorities in setting up child/youth
participation approaches, creating opportunities for representatives of regional/local
councils to meet and exchange experiences, and in strengthening the idea of self-
governance and child/youth participation.

Other council-type structures focusing on particular thematic issues

There are many other council-type structures that facilitate participation of children,
youth, students and young people across the EU. They are typically focused on
particular thematic areas, e.g. education, employment, health etc. For example, the
National Action Committee of Students (founded in 1984 in the Netherlands for 12-18-
year-olds) aims to represent secondary school students in national discussions that affect
them19t, Similarly, the Lithuanian National Union of Pupils (established in 1999 for children
and young people aged up to 25 years old) unites councils of Lithuanian pupils to represent
their views on education and youth policy to policy-makerst®2, The National School
Students’ Council (for secondary school students) in Romania'®3, the National Student
Councilt®* (secondary and university students) and the Movement for Alternative Student-
centric Education'® (both in Hungary) have similar roles. Among other topic-specific
participatory mechanisms for children and young people are the FNV young (Federatie
Nederlandse Vakbeweging Jong), the youth arm of the Federation of Dutch Trade Unions,
which focuses on employment-related issues!®®, and the NHS England Youth Forum
focusing on health-related policies!?”.

Characteristics of children’s and youth councils

There appears to be no common trend around the age range of the children and youth
participating in council structures. However, the evidence suggests that councils are
typically geared towards older children’s participation, with the youngest
participating children being around 11-12 years old (see also Section 2.7.2). In six MS
council structures are dedicated to children (Croatia, Denmark, Estonia, Ireland!®s,
Lithuania and Portugal)!®®, In all remaining countries, the council structures focus on
children and youth. Since 14 countries (Austria, Belgium, Cyprus, Croatia, Denmark,
Hungary, Italy, Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Poland, Romania, Slovakia and
Spain) extend the category of ‘youth’ up to individuals aged 30 or above, many of these
council structures are often a platform to express and hear the views of young adults,
rather than children.

The majority of councils operating at the national level were set up during the 1990s
and 2000s, while a small number of councils were established as early as in the 1940s (in
Denmark, Germany, Sweden and the UK), and a few had councils that were launched as
recently as the 2010s (in Belgium, Finland, Luxembourg, Hungary, Poland and Portugal).
In countries with more than one council structure, the different councils were often
established across various years'10,

The extent to which councils are child-led varies between countries and council
types. Sometimes, there are some inconsistencies between the specific council
activities, with some activities being entirely child-led, while other tasks rely more on
adults. Typically, the councils formed of child- and youth member organisations are self-
governed and set up their own agendas. There is typically more adult involvement and
governance in the network council structures organised to support regional and local
child/youth councils, albeit such councils also have child-led activities, e.g. peer-to-peer
learning opportunities. There are also examples of child-led activities of government
advisory child and youth councils, e.g. in Denmark where children and youth select topics,
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decide on the research/consultation processes, and analyse results. Based on the collected
evidence, the overall proportion of councils that are child- or youth-led (across all council
types) is relatively small, with councils being child-led in only around half of the
countries. However, since most councils are participatory structures for both children and
youth, there are still questions about the extent to which these mechanisms are led by
children or young adults.

Only a handful of councils involved children and youth in all stages of policy-making
(planning, implementation and monitoring and evaluation). In almost all countries
children are involved in the policy planning stage, but involvement in the
implementation and in the evaluation processes is rare. Children’s views and
opinions are typically limited to ‘policy recommendations’ and are not binding.
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Table 6. Main characteristics of child and youth councils at the European and national levels

AT
BE
BE

BE
BG
CYy
CY

DE
DK

DK

EE
EE

EL
ES
FI
FI
FR

HR

European Youth Forum

Austrian National Youth Council (Bundes Jugend Vertretung)

Flemish Youth Council (VIlaamse Jeugdraad)

Forum des Jeunes (Youth Forum)

(Prior to 2019, Conseil de la Jeunesse de la Communaute Francaise -
Youth Council of the French-speaking Community)

Confederation of Youth Organisations (Confédération des
Organisations de Jeunesse)

Council of Children to the State Agency for Child Protection

Cyprus Youth Council (CYC) (ZupBoUAio NeoAaiag Kunpou)

Youth Board of Cyprus (Opyaviopog NeoAaiag)

German Federal Youth Council (Deutscher Bundesjugendring (DBJR))
The Danish National Council for Children’s (NCC) consisting of (1)
Child and Youth Panel, (2) Mini Child Panel, and (3) Expert groups
Danish Youth Council

Estonian National Youth Council (Eesti Noortetihenduste Liit)

Youth Advisory Committee to the Chancellor of Justice

Hellenic National Youth Council (ESYN) (EBvikd ZupBoUAio NeoAaiag)
The Council of Youth of Spain (El Consejo de la Juventud de Espafia)
Finnish National Youth Council (Allianssi)

(also known as the Finnish National Youth Cooperative)

State Youth Council

National Association of Children’s and Youth Councils (Association
Nationale des Conseils d’Enfants et de Jeunes)
Children's Association

1996

2001
2001
2019

1975

2003
1996
1994

1949
1994

1940
2002
2011

1998
1983
1992

1944
113

1991

1999

Members of 44 national
youth councils and 61
international youth NGOs.
Under 30 y.o.

Under 26 y.o.

16-30 y.o.

<X
=

Members of youth v
organisations.

Up to 19 y.o. v
14-35 y.o.

Members of youth
organisations.

Under 26 y.o.!!! 2\
4-18 y.o.

<X

15-30 vy.o.

13-26 y.0.

10 members under 18
y.0. representing
children’s and youth
organisations.

15-28 y.o.

under 30 y.o.

15-25 y.0.112 v Vv

<
SIS
<X
SNESES

Members of youth
organisations.

9-14 y.o.
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Croatian Youth Network (Mreza mladih Hrvatske) 2002 15-30 y.o.'*4

Youth Council of the Croatian Government 2012 7 of the 27 members
come from youth
organisations.

HU Federation of Children’s and Youth Municipal Councils (FCYMC) 1996 v
(Gyermek- és Ifjusagi Onkormanyzati Tarsasag, GYIOT)
HU National Youth Council (Nemzeti Ifjusagi Tanacs) 2012 18-35 y.0.115
IE  National Executive of the Comhairle na nOg 2002 12-18 y.o. v
116
IT  National Youth Forum (Forum Nazional Giovani) 2004 At least 70% under 35 Y4 v v
y.0.
LT Lithuanian Youth Council (Lietuvos jaunimo organizacijy taryba 1992 14-29 y.o. v
(LiJOT))
LT Interinstitutional Child Welfare Council under the Government of the 2018 Up to 18 y.o. v
Republic of Lithuania
LU National Youth Council (de Jugendrot) 2018 Mainly under 35 y.o. v v
LV  National Youth Council of Latvia (Latvijas Jauniesu Padome) 1992 13-25y.o. v
117
LV Youth Consultative Council (Jaunatnes konsultativa padome) 2009 8 of the 21 members v v v
13 come from youth
organisations.
MT National Youth Council (Kunsill Nazzjonali Zghazagh) 1992 13-35 years old 4 v
NL National Youth Council (Nationale Jeugdraad NJR) 2001 12-30 years old v v
PL  Polish Council of Youth Organisations (PCYO) (Polska Rada 2011 At least 2/3 of members v
Organizacji Mtodziezowych) are under 35 y.o.
PL  National Federation of Youth Local Governments (Ogdlnopolska 1998 Members of the local
Federacja Mtodziezowych Samorzadéw Lokalnych) youth councils.
PL The Council of Children and Youth of the Republic of Poland at the 2016 13-21y.o.
Ministry of National Education
PL  Youth Ecological Council 2020 Recruitment is ongoing of
32 members aged 13-21
y.o.
PT  National Council for Children and Young People (Conselho Nacional 2019 8-17 y.o. v v

de Criangas e Jovens)
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National Youth Council (Conselho Nacional de Juventude) 1985 12-34 y.o.
RO The Council of Romanian Youth (Consiliul Tineretului din Romania) 14-35 y.o. 4 v vV
RO The Forum of Romanian Youth (Forumul Tinerilor din Romania) 14-35 y.o. v
SE  National Council of Swedish Youth Organisations (Sveriges 1949  13-25y.0. 4
Ungdomsorganisationer, LSU)
SE  Youth Policy Council (Ungdomspolitiska radet) 2008 13-25y.o. Vv
SI  Youth Council of Slovenia 2000 15-29 y.o. v
(Mladinski svet Slovenije)
SI  Youth Councils of Local Communities 2000
SK  Youth Council of Slovakia (Rada Mladeze Slovenska) 1990 Under 30 y.o. v v v
UK  British Youth Council 1948  16-25y.0. v Vv Vv v

Source: Authors’ summary based on data from mapping, interviews and case study tasks.
Note: Due to the limited amount of time allocated to the research and to the unavailability of public information relating to some of the mechanisms, this study cannot
guarantee that all existing mechanisms have been captured and described.



Study on child participation in EU political and democratic life

2.2.3 Regional and local levels

Data collection focusing on the regional and local levels was conducted in only 10 selected
MS. Additional local- and regional-level mechanisms were identified operating across other
countries''?, and it should be noted that the overview presented here may not fully
represent the broad scope of all council-type mechanisms across all countries.

Child and youth councils are prevalent mechanisms operating at the local and
regional levels. In several countries examined, the operation of local-level children/youth
councils is regulated and defined by legal acts and policy documents (see Section
4.1.2 for more detail). Regional level councils are a prevalent mechanism in countries with
autonomous regional-level government structures (e.g. Belgium, Spain), and in federal
countries (e.g. Germany).

Participants represent the views of their peers to the decision-makers, ensuring that
children and youth have a voice and participate in decision-making about issues that matter
in their communities. The function (mechanism) of a Young Mayor is often aligned with
the operation of — or works with the support of - the local-level child/youth councils, for
instance at the municipality level in Portugal and in the UK*2°, In the UK, the Young Mayors
Network supports young mayors to work together!?!,

For many children, as attested by children participating in focus groups (see Section
2.7.4 for more detail), participation in local councils is the first direct opportunity
to be involved in decision-making processes. The selection process to be part of
the council differs across countries, with children able to nominate themselves or be
nominated by peers, teachers, schools or child/youth organisations. In some countries,
children can vote on who is to represent them, e.qg. in classrooms or as part of the activities
in their child/youth organisations. However, in some countries a homination by a teacher
or school results in being appointed in the council. As reported by some children
participating in focus groups (in particular in Bulgaria), the selection process is not
always transparent to children, and some children felt it was not always fair because it
seems to favour well-performing pupils or children already actively involved in some other
child/youth participatory mechanisms. A few children from disadvantaged/vulnerable
backgrounds reported having doubts whether they would have sufficient skills/knowledge
to take part in the council activities, whether sufficient support is available, and sometimes
even whether they could be included at all (see also Section 4.2 and Box 22). For these
reasons some focus group participants in Bulgaria and Germany questioned the mandate
of councils to ‘represent’ the child population.

The collected evidence suggests that this type of council often replicates adult
participatory structures, e.g. children attend committee and plenary meetings and
utilise voting systems. Child and youth council members are also often ‘ambassadors’ of
their councils and report back about council activities to their peers at schools or other
organisations. Children and youth councils are involved in a wide range of topics and
policy areas, including transport, environment, education, leisure, wellbeing and other
matters that council members consider relevant. Typically, councils are involved in
planning and preparation of policies, and to some extend implementation and
follow-up activities. However, the evidence on the level of influence of children and
youth at the local and regional councils varies considerably between countries, with most
councils having primarily an advisory role, and council recommendations not
being binding to local and regional decision-makers.

2.3 Children’s and youth parliaments
Children’s and youth parliaments are also permanent structures facilitating children’s

participation in political and democratic life. The collected evidence indicated that
parliament structures are present at the EU, national and regional/local levels.
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2.3.1 European level

Established in 1987, the European Youth Parliament (EYP)!22 is a peer-to-peer educational
programme operating in 40 countries across Europe. Its mission is ‘to inspire and empower
young Europeans to become open-minded, tolerant and active citizens'?3. It operates
through a network of organisations of National Committees across Europe, and is focused
on providing a forum for young people to develop and express opinions on a wide range of
topics. Most participants are aged 16-25 years old but there is no upper age limit to
membership. Overall, over 500 EYP events are organised across Europe each year at local,
national and international levels and more than 30,000 young people take part in those
activities. These non-formal educational activities vary in length from 2 hours to 10 days,
and provide opportunities to debate a wide range of topics. Volunteers engaged in the
organisation of the EYP events are provided with skills-development opportunities via a
diverse range of training courses. These capacity-building training courses focus on
building a wide skill set, and include facilitation, leadership, communication, fundraising,
organising, project management, outreach and intercultural dialogue!?*. The EYP
programme also includes project-focused activities. Current projects include inter alia:

e a project in cooperation with the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) focusing on
involving young refugees and stateless persons in the EYP sessions to bring the
topics of diversity and migration to the forefront of debates!?>;

e a series of health-focused projects bringing together young people from across
Europe with decision-makers to debate pressing issues in the area of health!?¢;
and

e a project encouraging young people to explore and discuss European energy
policy!?7,

The flagship events of the EYP are the International Sessions. The first International
Session took place in 1988 and since then more than 90 sessions have been hosted in
more than 70 different cities in 29 countries. Three International Sessions are held every
year, and each session brings together around 300 participants (who are selected by a
selection panel) from 29 countries. At the session, participants take on a variety of roles:
as moderators, organisers or members of the ‘media team 28,

2.3.2 National level
At the national level, Children’s and Youth Parliaments in 15 countries were
mapped. Taking into consideration the age of participants, they can be categorised into

two main groups:

1. Parliaments exclusively for children (0-18 years old) were mapped in 10 countries:

. children’s parliaments operating in three countries: Cyprus (12-18 years old)*?°,
France (10-11 years old)'3° and Slovenia (6-15 years old)*3!;
o five parliaments were termed ‘Youth Parliaments’, but participants’ age

categories were exclusively for children: Finland (15-16 years old)!3?, Lithuania
(14-18 years old)*33, Ireland (12-18 years old)!34, Portugal (10-15 years old)!3>
and the UK (11-18 years old)*3¢; and

o two countries had structures called ‘Children and Youth Parliaments’ but
participants’ age categories were exclusively for children: Czechia (school-age
children)'3” and Poland (7-18 years old).!38

2. Parliaments for children and youth (a combined structure for under and over 18 years

old) were mapped in six countries:

. ‘Youth Parliaments’ were mapped in five MS: Belgium (17-27 years old)'3,
Cyprus (maximum age 21 years old)!*°, Greece (maximum age 21 years old)!,
Latvia (14-24 years old)'*? and Malta (13-35 years old)**3; and

o ‘Children and Youth Parliament’, a structure combining children and youth
participants, occurred in one MS: Luxembourg'44.
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Cyprus is the only country with two separate parliaments, one for children participants
(12-18 years old) and one for youth (maximum age 21 years old).

Most mechanisms were initiated in the 1990s and are still currently running as a major
means of children’s participation. In Ireland, Cyprus, Latvia and the UK, children elected
to the Parliament represent geographical constituencies (e.g. it corresponds to a district or
a local authority). Most Parliament mechanisms recruit members through schools and in
this regard, this mechanism is inclusive in so far as education reaches most children in the
country. However, this does not ensure that disadvantaged or marginalised children
participate (see 4 for more detail on barriers to children’s participation in political and
democratic life). The Cyprus Children’s Parliament includes a quota system for Cypriot
minorities and for regional allocation that is akin to the distribution at National
Parliament!'#>, The UK Youth Parliament has a high participation rate of people of minority
background (Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic, or BAME) of 32% (compared to a national
population of 10%)46,

The parliaments typically operate as annual education and training programmes
culminating at a plenary session (or a set of activities) in the national parliament.
In general, the process for a child or youth parliament is as follows. A child, or a group of
children, is either nominated by their teacher or nominates themselves to participate in
the programme. They go through a selection process - either competing in activities, voted
for by other children, or selected by adult panels - and become Child/Youth
Parliamentarians. Either throughout the year or towards the final ‘sitting’ of Parliament,
the children are involved in debating and organising campaigns or activities around an
annual theme. The programme culminates in a final debate at the Parliament (often the
physical Parliament of a country) and the child/youth Parliamentarians put forward
recommendations to the country’s politicians. These recommendations are generally not
binding but do influence policy to varying degrees (as discussed below).

Tangible policy impacts resulting from children’s/youth parliaments’ actions
were identified in four MS: France!¥’, Ireland'#8, Slovenia!*® and the UK'*°, In France,
four proposals from the children’s parliament have been adopted as part of French law (see
overview in Box 2 and detailed case study narrative in Annex A). In Ireland in 2009, the
Youth Parliament recommended that the cervical cancer vaccine be given to 12-18-year-
old girls and the following year it was made available to a wider cohort of girls than had
first been planned. The members of the 2009 Youth Parliament were publicly credited for
this by the Department of Children and Youth Affairs. In Slovenia, the following
recommendations of the Children’s Parliament were adopted: 24-hour hotline for children
in need, safe points in cities for children, information leaflets for child victims of abuse, and
more news-like programmes for children within the national TV broadcasting system. In
2008, the UK government announced plans to establish sex and relationships education as
a statutory part of the curriculum as a direct result of UK Youth Parliament campaign.

Children are mostly involved in the implementation stage of the mechanismes, i.e.
once the mechanism has been created and is running, the children participate in it as
candidates and may be involved in voting for their candidates, organising activities and
projects. Some mechanisms involved children in the design phase (Cyprus, France, Greece,
Hungary, Ireland, Latvia, Slovenia and the UK) but very few mechanisms involved children
in their evaluation (Cyprus, Greece, Slovenia and the UK). The mechanisms in Cyprus,
Czechia, Greece, Malta, Slovenia and the UK were child-led, whereas in other countries,
the mechanisms were to varying degrees adult-led.

Table 7 presents a summary of all children’s and youth parliaments identified in this study,
Annex C presents a more detailed overview of all parliament structures, Box 2 provides a
case study on the Children’s Parliament in France, and a more detailed version of this case
study is presented in Annex A.
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Table 7. Main characteristics of children’s and youth parliaments at the national level

BE

CY

CY

Cz

EL

FI

FR

1IE
LT

LU

European Youth Parliament

Flemish youth parliament (Vlaams
jeugdparlement)

Cyprus Children’s Parliament (Kunpiakr
MaidoBouAn)

Youth Parliament (KoivoBoUAio NeoAaiag)

National Parliament of Children and Youth
(Narodni parlament déti a mladeze)

Youth Parliament (BouAn Twv E@npwv)
Youth parliament

Children’s Parliament (Parlement des Enfants)

National Youth Parliament (Dail na nOg)
The EU Youth Parliament in Lithuania
(Europos jaunimo parlamentas Lietuvoje)

Young People's Parliament (Parlement des
Jeunes)

1987

2013

2001

151

1995

1997

1995

1998

1994

2013

152

2009

Mostly 16-25 years
old but no upper
age limit.

17-27 y.o.

12-18 y.o.

Upper secondary
school students
max. 21 y.o.

School-age children.

Targets 16-18 y.o.
but max. 21 y.o.
15-16 y.o.

10-11y.o.

12-18 y.o.
14-18 y.o.

14-24 y.o.

Selection is at the country level.

National competition with individual candidates required
to explain their motivation in an application form.

Quotas for different Cypriot minorities and regional
allocation akin to the distribution at National
Parliament.

National competition run via schools.

National competition run via schools.

Elections in electoral districts.

Educational activities (clubs) open to all upper
secondary school students.

National competition evaluated by local authorities and
a national panel of judges. The final four proposals
voted on electronically by children.

Election via local youth council (Comhairle na nOg).

Selection in schools per regions.

Recruitment in schools.
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Youth Parliament (JaunieSu Saeima) 2010 15-20y.o. Self-nomination and elected using the same principles
as General Elections (i.e. through electorates, with
quotas for regions).

MT National Youth Parliament 2002 13-35y.0. Selected members of youth organisations that are part v v
of the National Youth Council.
PL  The Children and Youth Parliament (Sejm 1994 7-18 y.o. National competition judged by a panel of experts. v
Dzieci i Miodziezy)
PT  Youth Parliament (Parlamento dos Jovens) 1995 10-15y.o0. Selection in schools and regions. v
SI  Children’s Parliaments (Otroski parlamenti) 1990 6-15y.o0. Selection in schools to participate in the Municipal v v v v v

Children’s Parliament, which in turn elects the
delegation to the Regional Children’s Parliament and
National Children’s Parliament.
UK UK Youth Parliament (UKYP) 1999 11-18y.o0. In England, youth votes for representatives at the Local Vv v Vv v v Vv
Authority (LA) level. Similar process in Scotland, Wales
and Northern Ireland.
Source: Authors’ summary based on data from mapping, interviews and case study tasks.
Note: Due to the limited amount of time allocated to the research and to the unavailability of public information relating to some of the mechanisms, this study cannot guarantee that
all existing mechanisms have been captured and described.
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Box 2. Case study: Children’s Parliament (Parlement des Enfants) in France

This nationwide mechanism targets school children around the age of 10 in France and
French schools around the world, and aims to teach democratic debate and the
understanding of law-making processes. Children write law proposals consisting of four
articles related to a theme chosen annually. These articles go through a selection process
by local and national authorities and four finalists are chosen. Children then vote on these
final four and select the winner, who is awarded at the Parliament. Established in 1994, it
is run by the National Assembly. So far, four proposals have been made into legislation
and a further piece was incorporated as part of legislation. There is evidence that suggests
that under this mechanism, children can shape the law and policy development, provided
that their proposals are picked up by a national representative!®3. The fact that this
mechanism produces bills that can be directly taken up by political leaders might offer
valuable lessons for other contexts. This stands in contrast to many other children’s
parliaments, which perform primarily an educational role in helping children understand
democratic processes.

2.3.3 Regional and local level

As noted previously, local and regional data collection was only conducted in 10 selected
countries, and local/regional level parliaments were identified only in these countries (and
in Czechia).

The collected evidence suggests that there is a considerable level of variation between
countries - and sometimes between localities/regions within particular countries - in how
the children’s and youth parliaments operate, their structures and roles. Overall, there are
two main types:

1. Local-level parliaments contributing to the national-level mechanism
(Slovenia®®*); and
2. Children’s/youth parliaments operating independently at local/regional levels in:
a. countries without national-level structures: Bulgaria'®>®> and Spain'>®; and
b. countries with national-level structures: Czechia!>’, Finland!*® and
France!>.

Below we provide more detail about each of these types.
Local-level parliaments contributing to the national-level mechanism

Children’s Parliaments operating in Slovenia act as a programme for raising children for
active citizenship and democracy!®®. As a form of democratic dialogue, they are
implemented in most elementary schools across Slovenia and all children (aged 6-15 years
old) are welcome to participate in the first stage at the school/local level. The initial
sessions take place in classrooms and in school parliaments. Selected delegates represent
schools at municipal and regional Children’s Parliaments, and regional representatives
represent their regions (and schools) at the National Children’s Parliament, which takes
place at the Slovenian National Assembly once a year.

Children’s/youth parliaments operating only at the local/regional levels (no national-level
structures)

The evidence suggests that when children’s youth parliaments operate at local level only,
there is some variation in their structure between localities and regions. For instance,
several local-level structures of the Youth Parliament operate across Bulgaria, but there is
no legal framework establishing and synchronising their structure, composition, rules or
funding.

In Spain, the operation of the children’s parliaments at the regional level (as well as
children’s annual meetings) is closely linked with the UNICEF Child Friendly City Initiative
(see also Section 2.5.2). Typically, this mechanism is a one-day meeting that takes place
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on or around 20 November'®!, usually each year. During the event, the appointed children’s
representatives present their proposals to regional politicians and policy-makers, who can
follow up on their proposals. In addition, children are also provided with an opportunity to
participate in a parliamentary session in the regional parliaments of the Spanish regions.
The aim of this mechanism is to promote child and adolescent participation, and to have
accountability at the regional level to the proposals made by children and young people.
The event is typically attended by around 50 children, but there is variation across regions
and some meetings are attended by over 250 children. The mechanism was established
across regions at different points in time. For instance, by 2018 in the Castilla y Ledn region
there were already five annual events. However, by 2018 there were only three meetings
in the Canary Islands and two meetings in the Valencia region. A booklet published in 2011
provides guidance on how to organise an online children’s parliament'®2. However, it is not
clear whether and how this booklet is being used.

Local/regional level parliaments operating independently in countries with national-level
structures

This type of children’s parliament was identified in Czechia, Finland and France. In Czechia,
the operation of the local and regional parliaments is supported financially by local
authorities and NGOs. These local/regional structures work independently from the
National Parliament of Children and Youth, which falls under a national government project
called ‘Participation’63,

In France, there is a considerable level of variation between regions. For instance, the
Regional Youth Parliament has been established only recently in the South Region'®4. It is
made up of around 100 high-school students, apprentices and young people in vocational
and health and social training, all aged 15 to 25 years old. The parliament, framed as a
‘democratic laboratory’, facilitates young people’s participation in civic life, and involves
their contributions to regional decisions. For instance, it has already taken concrete
measures made by young people, such as ‘the internship bank’ and the ‘youth e-pass’,
which offers €80 to young people in the area to spend on concerts, cinema tickets or sports
participation.

By contrast, the Alsacian Youth Parliament was established in 2011 but ceased to exist as
an independent mechanism in 2017, when it was superseded by the Youth Regional Council
for the Greater East Region'®. When operational, it was composed of 30-40 members
between 15-28 years old with were no hierarchies between them (no Bureau, Presidents
or Vice-Presidents were elected). Its role was policy initiation (setting out proposals),
dialogue and consultation, and it participated in the preparation, implementation and
evaluation of (most notably youth) policies, including the implementation of the 2030
Alsacian Youth Forum (Forum Jeunes Alsace 2030). It also took decisions on, for example,
projects proposed by youth organisations in the region in the context of calls for projects
on how to increase young people's participation.

In Finland, the national-level parliament was created in 1998 but the first local-level
parliament was only created in Tampere in 2001, and later in other municipalities. This
first parliament served as a pilot project and informed the establishment of parliaments in
other localities. Nevertheless, each of these local/municipal structures still have a large
degree of freedom in how they function. Overall, the aims of the local/municipal level
children’s parliament in Tampere are two-fold: (1) to make the opinions of primary school
children heard in regional decision-making; and (2) to teach children democracy and ways
to influence decision-making with methods appropriate to their age. The parliament
provides space for democratic dialogue among and between children and local authorities,
and is strongly based on co-operation with schools. Participation methods utilise voting
and other traditional meeting methods (like groups and committees). The parliament board
members and active representatives are usually those children (7-12 years old) who do
well in school, who come from middle-class families, and are actively engaged in
hobbies'®6. School councils can send two representatives to the General Meetings.
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2.4 Children’s participation in the work of Ombudspersons for Children’s Offices

Our analysis shows that the Ombudsperson for Children’s Office (or equivalent) is a
prevalent stakeholder operating in all MS and the UK, and the majority of these national
or regional/sub-national offices are also members of the European Network of
Ombudspersons for Children (ENOC). However, the level and breadth of involvement
of children and young people in Ombudspersons for Children’s work and activities
vary across the countries, as well as across children’s participation mechanisms,
models, tools and methodologies.

According to information provided by ENOC, most ENOC members have pre-established
children’s participation platforms (such as youth councils, focus groups or a decentralised
approach), processes and methodologies'®’. This experience and expertise contributes to
ENOC members’ participation in ENOC’s child participation structure - the European
Network of Young Advisors (ENYA). To some extent, ENYA can contribute to
national/regional capacity building in supporting ENOC members with little or no
experience in child participation. Nevertheless, according to ENOC, this is rather not the
case. For instance, only one ENOC member involved in ENYA activities in 2020 did not have
a previously established and already running permanent children’s participation platform
(independent of ENYA)!68, In most cases, ENOC members involved in the ENYA project
have a good level of expertise and experience in child participation.

The results of the mapping task suggest that information about the involvement of
Ombudsperson’s Offices in children’s participation initiatives, processes and mechanisms
is often not provided by the Office’s websites, official documentation and/or annual reports.
While the list of countried provided below is not exhaustive, we have identified, among
others, that the Ombudspersons for Children’s offices in Belgium (French speaking
community), Croatia, Finland, France, Greece, Ireland, Malta, Spain (some regions),
Sweden and the UK have facilitated direct work with children, such as collaborative work
with a panel of children and regular consultations with children from diverse
backgrounds6°:170,

A summary of identified evidence on child participation processes and activities across
relevant Ombudspersons for Children’s offices, members of ENOC, is presented in Table
8171, A case study on the European Network of Young Advisors is available in Box 3, and a
more detailed version of this case study is presented in Annex A

Table 8. Involvement in child participation processes and mechanisms by
Ombudspersons for Children’s Offices

ENOC European Network of Young Advisors (ENYA) is a children’s/young
people’s participatory structure of ENOC!72,

BE (French- The DGDE (Délégué Géneral aux Droits de I’'Enfant) is running, among

speaking others, a long-standing thematic child consultation and participation

community) initiatives called ‘Paroles Jeunes, Parlons....". These initiatives typically

focus on a specific theme. For instance, the last consultation gathered
views on the experiences of lockdown and lifting of lockdown
restrictions. Previous initiatives were focused on stereotypes and
young Muslims, mental health and poverty!’3.

EL The Greek Ombudsman’s Office involves children and young people in
their work on a regular basis. The office also advocates strongly for the
setting up of Youth Advisory Boards at local level. The Ombudsman’s
Office also has a website dedicated to children aged 0-18 years old'74.

ES Most of the Spanish regional Ombudspersons Offices (e.g. in Andalusia,
Catalonia and Basque country) have Youth Advisory Panels or similar
structures that provide advice to the Authority in all matters affecting
the rights of the child in the Ombudsperson’s operating area'’>.

FI The Ombudsman holds regular consultations/meetings with Young
Counsellors (experts by experience), runs a bi-annual survey of the
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lives of 6-year-old children (Child Barometer, latest editions in 2016
and 2018, 6-year-old Finnish speaking research participants are
selected using random sampling) and conducts a variety of other
surveys and interviews'’®, Expert classes/consultations were to start in
2020 involving children selected from different parts of Finland on the
basis of region-specific random sampling.

FR The Ombudsperson (Defender of Rights - Défenseur des droits)
promotes involvement of children in research studies and by running
surveys with children. For instance, in 2019 the Ombudsperson’s Office
mobilised 50 organisations working on children’s rights in France to
collect children’s reflections, proposals and recommendations on the
implementation of their rights in France as part of a study ‘I Have
Rights, Hear Me’ (J‘ai des droits, entends-moi). A total of 2,200
children aged 4-18 participated in this study (majority of children were
aged 8-14), including the most vulnerable children””.

HR Ombudsman for Children is supported by a network of Young
Advisors!’8,

IE The Ombudsman for Children’s Office conducted several consultations
with childrent”?,

MT The Office of the Commissioner for Children is supported by an

advisory body of a Council for Children, and commissions research
studies involving children’s participation activities!&°,

SE The Child Ombudsman Office includes a panel of children, and carries
out a variety of consultations with children, including vulnerable and
disadvantaged children'8t,

UK The Children’s Commissioners in the UK (in England, Wales, Scotland
and Northern Ireland) hold a variety of consultations and other
children’s participation activities, e.g. the Children's Future Food
Inquiry seeking the views of almost 400 children and young people
(aged 11-18) living in poverty across Scotland and the rest of the
UK182.

Source: Authors’ summary based on data from mapping, interviews and case study tasks.

Note: Due to the limited amount of time allocated to the research and to the unavailability of public information
relating to some of the mechanisms, this study cannot guarantee that all existing mechanisms have been captured
and described.

Box 3. Case study: European Network of Young Advisors working with the
European Network of Ombudspersons for Children

Launched in 2010, the European Network of Young Advisors (ENYA) is a child and youth
participation project facilitated via the European Network of Ombudspersons for Children
(ENOC).

All children under the age of 18 living in ENOC member countries can participate in ENYA
projects'®3, Participants of ENYA projects are recruited mainly through identified
processes put in place by their respective Ombudspersons for Children’s offices. In some
cases, ENOC members involved in the ENYA project may seek support from partner child
rights organisations to reach out to children and young people!,

The purpose of the ENYA project is to actively involve children and young people in
ENOC’s annual work, i.e. in the development of thematic policy position statements, and
to give them the opportunity to be heard at a level that exceeds their national
boundaries, at European level.

Children and young people take part in ENOC activities to share their experience and to
give Ombudspersons for Children a sense of which matters concern them and how to
ensure the protection and promotion of their rights as guaranteed by the UNCRC!®>,
There is some evidence that suggests that this mechanism has some impact. Through
the ENYA project, ENOC aims to ensure a meaningful and effective participation of
children and young people by giving them a say on specific topics. They have the
opportunity to express their concerns and views regarding their rights, to make their
proposals heard, and to participate in the elaboration of common recommendations
(policy statements). They can also influence ENOC’s thematic agenda. Thus, in the last
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couple of years, ENYA young people expressed views and provided recommendations on
all the thematic issues that have been addressed at ENOC level: CRIA, children’s rights
in the digital environment, mental health, relationship and sexuality education, etc. ENYA
young people are also actively involved in the ENOC Annual Conference where they
present the outcomes of their activities and hold an important leading role throughout
the event.

This mechanism also constitutes an example of producing research and consultation
outputs (e.g. a film screening) to gain interest, attention and commitment from policy-
makers, who may have the power to take action and implement new policies.

2.5 Main stakeholders involved in the mechanisms and processes that facilitate
children’s participation in political and democratic life

The key stakeholders involved in children’s participation in political and democratic life
include national-, regional- and local-level government authorities and institutions
(ministries, state agencies), civil society organisations (with a presence at the
international, national and/or local levels), and educational institutions. Annex C lists each
relevant group of stakeholders. Following below is an overview of how main stakeholders
at each level are involved in children’s participation mechanisms and processes (excluding
mechanisms related to children’s/youth councils, parliaments and the work of the
Ombudsperson described above).

2.5.1 International and European levels

At the international and European levels, a wide range of stakeholders is involved in
initiatives and mechanisms that facilitate children’s participation in political and democratic
life. Many of those stakeholders are also highly active at the national level (see subsequent
section in this chapter, and Section 3.1).
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Table 9. Overview of key international and European stakeholders involved in
children’s participation mechanisms and processes

International

United Nations (UN), including:
e Office of the High Commissioner
for Human Rights (OHCHR)?8¢;
e The Committee on the Rights of
the Child (CRC)'#7; and
e UNICEF'®8 (e.g. the Child

World Vision International®2

Terre des Homme International
Federation®3

Save the Children®4

SOS Children’s Villages Internationall®>
Child Rights Connect!?®

Friendly Cities Initiative)!s? The Commonwealth Youth Forum?®”

International civil society organisations,
e.g.:
OECD!! *

Council of Europe!?°

African Caribbean and Pacific
Young Professionals Network
(ACPYPN);
e Network of International Youth
Organisations in Africa (NIOYA);
e Pan African Youth Union (PYU);
and
e African Diaspora Youth Forum in
Europe (ADYFE)®:.
Eurochild?°>
SALTO (Support, Advanced Learning and
Training Opportunities for Youth)2%6

EU European Commission and its
agencies, including:

e European Union Agency for
Fundamental Rights (FRA) -
Rights of the Child!°°

Platforms/forums developed by the EC:

e European Forum on the rights
of the child?°°;

e Better Internet for Kids Youth
panel at the Safer Internet
Forum?2°; and

e Learning corner?°2,

European Parliament — Intergroup on
Children's Rights2°3

Council of the European Union2%4

Source: Authors’ summary based on data from mapping, interviews and case study tasks.

Note: Due to the limited amount of time allocated to the research and to the unavailability of public information
relating to some of the mechanisms, this study cannot guarantee that all existing mechanisms have been captured
and described.

International stakeholders have been involved in a range of mechanisms and processes
that facilitate children’s participation, and each has a different thematic scope and focuses
on different cycles of policy development, implementation and evaluation across multiple
countries and continents. Below we provide an overview of the main types of mechanisms:

1. Events for and with children and young people;
2. Tools, guidelines and information provision; and
3. Consultations, polls and research studies.

Events for and with children and young people

Multiple stakeholders have been involved in the organisation of events specifically for
children and youth participants, and events where children and young people participate
alongside adult participants. These events can take the form of regular and ad-hoc forums,
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conferences and meetings, and provide children and youth with an opportunity to share
their views, develop new policy proposals, network and learn about developments related
to child and youth rights, policies and practices.

At the international level, several events have incorporated ‘youth forum’ components.
They include, for instance, the biennial Commonwealth Youth Forum (children and youth
aged 15-29 years old) that has taken place prior to Commonwealth Heads of Government
Meetings (CHOGM) since 1998, and the Africa EU Youth summit?®” building on the
framework of EU-Africa Summits?®®. These regular events bring together young
representatives from around the world and offer the opportunity of interactive dialogue
with global leaders, discussion of the priorities for action, and formulation of
recommendations for policy development. A Day of General Discussion — the biannual
meetings organised by the Committee on the Rights of the Child in Geneva - also include
active participation of children and young people2®°,

At the European level, the Better Internet for Kids (BIK) Youth Panel at the Safer Internet
Forum (SIF)2!° is organised in a similar format. This annual conference (the 17th edition
occurred in 2020) takes a multi-stakeholder approach to considering the impact of
technology on individuals and society.

During the 13% edition of the European Forum on the rights of the child?!* in 2020, a group
of child moderators, panellists and experts shared not just their personal opinions on and
challenges related to children’s rights, but also those of their peers whom they were
representing at a European level. Children were involved in the preparation and
implementation of the Forum and in the follow-up activities. In addition, more than 10,000
children and young people replied to the targeted online questionnaire about the new EU
Child Rights Strategy and the Child Guarantee. Facilitated by leading Rights of the child
organisations, children were consulted both through an online tool and focus group
discussions.

Eurochild’s 13™ Conference in 20182!2 focused on the theme of children’s participation in
public decision-making, and brought children and young people together with practitioners,
researchers, civil society actors and policy- and decision-makers to contribute to improving
children’s participation in public decision-making.

Finally, children can contribute to the reporting process of MS parties’ implementation of
the UNCRC as part of the Committee’s review. During this process, children can make
submissions and give oral presentations during meetings of the pre-sessional working
group, participate in private meetings with Committee members and observe the plenary
sessions (see also Section 3.14.1.1)213,

Tools, guidelines and information provision

Stakeholders have been actively developing tools and guidelines to facilitate and
assess children’s participation, and to provide information about children’s
participation rights and opportunities. The assessment tools have been deployed
across several countries to measure the inclusiveness and impact of children’s participation
mechanisms, processes and initiatives.

For instance, when developing specific tools or training materials - e.g. handbooks for
professionals - the Council of Europe (CoE) seeks input from children. The purpose of this
process is to make ‘[children’s participation] mechanisms more meaningful to children’, to
ensure that the CoE is ‘really addressing the children’s needs and using their language’!4,
This process involves national and international NGOs working with children, and partners
who are responsible for briefing and debriefing children. One of the CoE’s tools includes
the Child Participation Assessment Tool (CPAT). It was developed and piloted in 2016/2017
in Estonia, Ireland and Romania, a revised version was applied in Bulgaria, Italy and Latvia
in 2017-18, and an evaluation meeting of the work cycle took place in Bulgaria in 201821,
It aims to support states in meeting the goals of the UNCRC on participation of children
and young people under the age of 18. The Assessment Tool offers a method, at European
level, to facilitate and support the implementation of the child’s right to participate.
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Accompanied by an Implementation Guide, this tool can be used by a variety of actors
across many levels, including national government ministries, local authority
administrations, the courts and judicial systems, professionals working with children,
academic and civil society partners, and by organisations of children and young people?!¢,
As of May 2020 the tool had been piloted in 10 countries, which provided feedback to aid
its further development?!’. In September 2019, the CoE published a handbook on children’s
participation?!8,

A guide aimed at practitioners, ‘Practice Standards in children’s participation’, was
developed by Save the Children (StC). It describes practice standards, an expected level
of performance that is applied in all StC’s child participation work and represents minimum
expectations of the ways in which StC’s staff should behave and operate?'®.

Material aimed at children explaining the principles and practical ways of
participating has also been developed. For instance, the UN’s Committee on the Rights
of the Child has a dedicated website with information for children. The website provides
information in plain language about the principles of the Convention on the Rights of the
Child (UNCRC), the role and responsibilities of the Committee and how children can get
involved in its work. Multiple cross-links to other relevant pages provide more detail, and
present links to some documents in a child-friendly version?2°, Similarly, the ‘Learning
corner’ website??! — developed as part of the EC services — provides a variety of activities,
such as games, competitions and activity books, that aim to help children learn more about
the EU and studying and volunteering abroad. Material is organised by age groups (up to
9 years, ages 9 to 12, ages 12 to 15, and ages 15 and over) and by topics (e.g. EU laws
and institutions, climate and environment, culture, EU history and countries), and is
available in all EU official languages. The website also has a dedicated section for teachers
who want to help pupils learn about the EU and how it works, and discover networking
opportunities for schools, teachers and students.

Consultations, polls and research studies

Children and young people were consulted on a number of policy developments and
processes at the international level. For instance, in 2015 their views were sought via e-
consultation about the draft UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) Declaration??2.
Similarly, children and young people were consulted on environmental issues, with their
input contributing to the Declaration on Children, Youth and Climate Action??3,
Furthermore, the views of nearly 2,700 children from 71 countries contributed to a review
of global practice on child rights budgeting®?*, and views of children’s work collected from
over 1,800 children from 36 countries were heard during the IV Global Conference on the
Sustained Eradication of Child Labour in November 2017223,

Consultations with children and young people have also contributed to research studies,
e.g. a study by World Vision International exploring how children’s participation in child-
led research contributes to decision-making in humanitarian and international development
programmes?26, More recently, World Vision International held consultations with children
and young people to understand their views on the COVID-19 outbreak, and in May 2020
the Centre for Children’s Rights at Queen’s University Belfast launched the *#CovidUnder19
- Life Under Coronavirus’ initiative to meaningfully involve children in responses to the
COVID-19 pandemic??’. At the European level, a poll organised by UNICEF and Eurochild
in 2018 - ‘Europe Kids Want’ survey — collected responses from nearly 13,700 children and
young people from over 23 countries in Europe on their experiences of family life, school
and society, and their thoughts on Europe??8.

2.5.2 National, regional and local levels

At the national level across Europe, ministries of education and ministries of social
affairs (and equivalent ministries) seem to be the most active stakeholders among
government departments in driving forward children’s participatory practices. Their
work is focused on three types of activities: (1) creating specific structures dedicated to
children’s participation; (2) supporting specific mechanisms; and (3) providing funding.
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However, as indicated in Section 2.2, children’s panels or other structures/bodies that
scrutinise work of ministries — or provide advice on policy developments and processes -
were identified in less than half of the countries, and most of these structures were
developed in the last few years.

In some countries, special state agencies responsible for child protection have a
children’s participatory structure, e.g. Tusla (The Child and Family Agency) in Ireland,
Agency for Youth and Society in Sweden, the State Agency for Child Protection in Bulgaria
and Amadora Children and Youth Protection Commission (CPCJ, Comissdo de Protecdo de
Criancas e Jovens da Amadora) in Portugal??°.

Many mechanisms are also implemented by institutions focusing on children’s rights
and welfare, such as the National Commission for the Rights of the Child in Belgium?3°,
the General Assembly on the Rights of the Child in France?3!, the Childhood and
Adolescence Commission in France?3? and the Estonian Union for Child Welfare and Youth
Work Centre in Estonia?33. Local branches of UNICEF are also active stakeholders across
MS countries, for instance coordinating multiple projects in Romania, and operating
through Slovenia’s Junior Ambassadors programme, in which young people volunteer in
developing countries?3*. Other stakeholders include academic departments, teachers’
unions, charitable foundations and research institutes.

At municipality level, UNICEF is an important stakeholder via the child-friendly cities
initiatives (CFCI) taken up at municipalities/cities in nearly half of EU MS, including
Austria, Czechia, Finland, France, Germany, Italy, Poland, Portugal, Slovenia, Spain and
Sweden?3>, First launched in 1996, the initiative seeks to support municipal governments
in improving the lives of children within their jurisdiction, in line with rights as set out in
the UNCRC. UNICEF describe a child-friendly city as ‘a city, town, or community in which
the voices, needs, priorities and rights of children are an integral part of public policies,
programmes and decisions?3¢, To facilitate this aim, the initiative’s handbook provides a
range of implementation strategies, one of which focuses on the need to ensure inclusive
children’s participation mechanisms and approaches; UNICEF reports that municipalities
participating in the initiative typically establish children’s municipal councils?3’. In Finland
for instance, CFCI action plans reportedly built upon and were shaped by existing children’s
participation structures, such as the Hameenlinna Youth Council. There, promising
children’s participation practices were reported through the ‘Language Project’ - an
initiative seeking to translate municipal and governmental terminology through a child-
friendly dictionary?3®. Some more established schemes, such as the CFCI initiative in
France, highlight the need for renewed ‘active engagement’ of children in participation
mechanisms: a UNICEF visit to the Colomiers youth municipal council, for instance,
reported that the mechanisms there had become ‘self-centred’ and isolated from other
parts of the city’s democratic apparatus?3°. UNICEF CFCI status is granted for a defined
period, with one aspect of the evaluation criteria specifying the need for ‘meaningful and
inclusive child and youth participation?4°,

The UNICEF child-friendly cities initiative has also been a driver for establishing good
practice with regards to children’s participation. For instance, in Spain CFCI has been the
basis on which several diverse consultations and gatherings of children took place across
municipalities, and was called in to consult on issues ranging from bullying and the
environment to how children’s participation should be reformed within the municipalities
in which they were meeting. These consultations became part of long-term municipal
strategies, for instance in the municipalities of Andalusia and in the Basque country?*!, In
Austria, 43 localities are part of CFCI?#2, In Finland, as part of this initiative, a child-friendly
dictionary was developed explaining key terms used at municipal level (e.g. ‘action plan’,
‘strategy’, ‘budget’). The dictionary is available online, allowing other municipalities to use
it when preparing children for participation?43, Furthermore, UNICEF offices across EU MS
run various programmes aiming to facilitate children’s participation, e.g. the Junior
Ambassadors Programme in Slovenia?*4. The Daily Life programme (La Vida Cotidiana,
presented in Box 6) in Granada, Spain is an example of the UNICEF CFCI.

Member states such as Germany, France, Portugal and Austria have substantially more
governmental stakeholders involved in children’s participation than civil society
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organisations. On the other hand, in the Netherlands and Hungary civil society
organisations outnumber national authority actors. The mapping analysis showed that in
the Netherlands, in particular, many non-governmental local stakeholders were actively
involved in children’s participation mechanisms and processes. Some of the initiatives
implemented by these stakeholders include The Little Embassy (De Kleine Ambassade,
presented in

Box 4, with more detail in Annex A), Advice-catchers, and the International Debate
Education Association?4>. Furthermore, while the national government in Ireland has driven
most of the action on children’s participation in democratic and political life, NGOs and
associations have also been influential stakeholders (e.g. Fordige)?4®.

Civil society organisations are also influential at the local level in some countries,
such as the Association of the Friends of Youth in Slovenia (founded in 1953 as an advocacy
body for children’s rights)?#’, in Bulgaria (e.g. organisations such as Lumos and the
National Network for Children)?*® and in Slovakia?*®. In Finland, a collaborative approach
between NGOs, schools and municipalities has resulted in Ideas by Young People, a joint
online platform facilitating democratic participation and advocacy?°°.

Additionally, certain mechanisms may have had national impacts, such as policy influence,
but were administered with geographic targeting, such as in Slovakia where eight localities
were targeted for inclusion of rural youth, or a consultation with youth who live on the
Northern Irish border following Brexit?>'. Other examples of local interventions effecting
national change include Youth Work Ireland Youth Participation Policy (resulting in the
promotion of youth participation as a strategic objective)?°2.

Box 4. Case study: The Little Embassy (De Kleine Ambassade)

The Little Embassy (De Kleine Ambassade) is a foundation that aims to enable children
to discover and experience how they can contribute as active citizens to their
surroundings?>3. The foundation initiates projects, but also implements projects
commissioned by its partners, including companies, schools and town councils in the
Netherlands. It mostly operates in the area around Schiedam.

In general, most of the available documents evidencing project work have been
produced by the foundation itself. Some of these sources suggest that there has been
tangible impact from the Little Embassy projects. For instance, following the foundation’s
projects on garbage, waste sorting increased in Schiedam?>4.

The work of the Little Embassy offers several lessons that could be transferable to other
foundations with similar goals. The Little Embassy works closely with local and national
partners to develop and implement their projects. In this way, the foundation’s projects
are well-embedded in the local contexts and answer the real needs of the local
population. In addition, the foundation encourages children and youth to be active actors
at the local level, e.g. expressing their views and suggestions via the work of youth
councils. Other municipalities could use a similar approach to foster and embed children’s
participation in their local communities.

In some countries, the primary organisation of children’s participation
mechanisms occurs differently according to regional or sub-national government,
such as in Spain where mechanisms were organised by each autonomous region (e.g. the
Basque country, Andalusia, Catalonia) and in Belgium where participation mechanisms
were organised within the Flemish and French-speaking communities (e.g. the Flemish
Government aspire for youths to become ‘co-owners’ of the Flemish Youth Policy Plan, and
the Wallonie organisations are run by children/youth themselves)?>°>. For instance, the
Grand Priority Debate took place in Brussels at the end of April 2019, and around 150
representatives of the various policy areas of the Flemish Government, experts, young
people and actors from civil society and local authorities discussed the major cross-policy
- or 'transversal' - challenges that children and young people recognised, and on which
efforts must be made in the coming years. This was an important milestone in the
preparation of the Flemish Youth and Children’s Rights Policy Plan 2020-2024. This plan
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gathers all the points of attention for children, young people and their rights that the
Flemish ministers want to address with their policy in the coming years?>¢,

Germany too has a federal youth council that connects 29 youth organisations and 16
regional youth councils across the country?*?. The UK has a Children’s Commissioner for
each of the four regions, and regionally focused projects, such as Growing up North, are
coordinated by the Children’s Commissioner. The place-based approach taken by
mechanisms such as this seems to have been particularly impactful in terms of
understanding regional discrepancies in children’s outcomes and identifying what local
areas can do to address them. This is evidenced by the fact that the UK mechanism will be
followed up with work towards children’s wellbeing, aspirations and outcomes (reached
post-16 years of age), and the interrelation between these factors?°8.

Box 5. Case study: Children and youth participation, Model Herrenberg

This mechanism represents a whole-city approach (rather than a range of individual
mechanisms) to enable children’s and youth participation in the city of Herrenberg in
Germany. The mechanism targets 12-21-year-old children and young people?>°.
Children and young people work closely with decision-makers on a regular basis, by
taking part in the youth forum, participating through an online platform and being part
of a youth delegation?®. Participation can also be facilitated via other formats when
inputs from a larger group of children is needed. The mechanism has not been formally
evaluated, but the administering team seeks feedback from children on a regularly
basis?®!. They also collect feedback from both adults and children following the annual
youth forum?262,

2.6 Educational institutions and teachers

Educational institutions are also an important stakeholder across Europe, as schools run
many regular and one-off education and training projects on active citizenship and
children’s participation. Schools also serve as an important tool to recruit children to
take part in participatory mechanisms. For instance, the Office for Ombudsman in
Croatia worked with schools to recruit high-school students to participate in a focus group
to explore their perspectives on the age of sexual consent?%3. Bottom-up activism involving
school stakeholders is present in Romania, which saw the creation of the Association of
School Students?%4, and in Hungary, with the school-initiated Movement for Alternative
Student-centric Education?®>. Similarly, a grassroots movement in Portugal known as the
‘Northern Teacher’s Movement’ strives to implement democratic education by encouraging
children’s participation in the school curriculum?®, Other examples include Education on
Active Citizenship and Participation, which is part of the national school curriculum in
Slovenia?®’, and civic education classes in Estonia?®®, while in Belgium (Flanders), the KRAS
project offers participatory training for students in the third stage of secondary education
to facilitate debates in the Flemish Parliament?6°.

Additionally, schools are key stakeholders insofar as they can also provide access
to vulnerable children?’°, The French Children’s Parliament, for example, has indicated
the importance of building relationships with schools working with children who have
complex needs, in order to include children with disabilities within the mechanism?’?.
Another example is The Consultancy Group on Roma Youth Participation (CGRYP), which
worked in primary and secondary schools to improve school performance and social
inclusion among the Roma community?’2. At the local level (e.g. in Bulgaria, Finland and
Ireland) schools are also an important stakeholder as the facilitator of student councils that
can get involved in policy-making processes within the school and wider community?73.

At the EU level, schools and teachers contribute via a panel of teachers as part of the
work of the European Commission’s DG for Communication for the Learning Corner
website?74, This DG works with a panel of teachers composed of one primary and one
secondary school teacher from each member state, who advise and act as a sounding
board during the development process of learning materials about the EU for children?’>.
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2.7 Characteristics of child stakeholders

The collected evidence shows that children are undoubtedly the key stakeholders in
children’s participation processes, taking on a variety of roles and responsibilities across
all mechanisms.

2.7.1 Children’s knowledge about children’s rights and the right to participate

According to the outcomes of the focus groups with children, knowledge about
children’s rights varied greatly amongst the participants. Some child participants
thought they knew their rights but could not name any (e.g. in Spain), while other
participating children (e.g. in Germany and Ireland) knew their rights and named several
during the focus-group discussions. Some participating children from vulnerable
backgrounds were very aware of their rights and how important these were in their lives
(e.g. children in residential care in Malta), but some others (e.g. in Portugal) were unaware
of their rights.

Overall, many children participating in focus groups, and in particular children from
disadvantaged backgrounds, lacked a strong understanding of what is meant by
children’s participation in political and democratic life, and often found it difficult to
relate to this kind of participation. Instead, they had a better understanding of how
participation in decision-making works in schools or within their families. Having said this,
most focus group participants who were already active in local or national children’s
councils or parliaments tended to have more knowledge of their right to participate and
were also more aware about opportunities to participate.

Many children participating in focus groups said that they did not feel that they were
consulted on decisions that directly affect them, and commented that decision-making is
usually done by adults, or even that it was an ‘adult thing’ and ‘not a natural impulse for
children’?’¢. There was a clear desire amongst many children participating in the focus-
group discussions to contribute their views to public decision-making processes across the
countries. Most participating children wanted their views on many different topics
to be taken seriously. Education was a topic mentioned by several children across many
focus groups, and some child participants mentioned topics that were closely linked to their
own experiences, e.g. changes to the transgender act was suggested by LGBTQI young
people. A recurring theme expressed by many children in the focus groups was that of
citizens voting in elections as a means of expressing their participation. Lowering
the voting age to 15 or 16 was mentioned by several participating children.

2.7.2 Children’s sex and age

The collected evidence suggests an equal participation of girls and boys in the
mechanisms that facilitate children’s participation in political and democratic life. However,
information on children’s sex is not routinely gender-disaggregated, and is often not
provided at all. Having said that, most of the interviewed stakeholders had a general
perception that participatory structures, mechanisms and processes are open to and
include equal representations of girls and boys. Similarly, the data collected in the mapping
task suggest that access is open to all children. For instance, the analysis of the gender
representation across the children’s and youth council hierarchies indicate that girls and
boys are represented in the Council Board and Secretariat functions. When information on
mechanism participants was gender-disaggregated, it also suggested equal representation.
For instance, boys and girls are equally represented in the Croatian Network of Young
Advisors to the Ombudsman for Children in Croatia?’’, the research study on the health
and wellbeing of foreign children in Malta collected views of 457 students (52% female,
48% male)?’8, the NHS England Youth Forum had 33 male and 35 female members?’° and
53% of the members of the British Youth Council were female in 2018-20192%8%, A slightly
higher share of girls than boys was reported participating in some mechanisms in Ireland.
For example, an Irish government consultation with young people on how they are taught
and how they learn attracted response from 3,242 young people (55% female, 43%
male)?®!, and consultations with children and young people on their vision for Ireland
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remembering the children who died in 1916 involved a total of 215 children and young
people (96 males and 119 females)?®2. Girls also appear overrepresented in the local youth
councils (Comhairle na nOg) in Ireland. According to data collected in 2014, 5,032 children
and young people attended Comhairle na nOg AGMs, consisting of 57% female and 43%
male participants?83,

The assessment of the collected evidence related to children’s ages provides a more
mixed picture. Overall, our analysis shows that there is no clear age boundary between
child and youth mechanisms. Even if there is an agreement on what age range qualifies
an individual as a child (e.g. up to 18 years old, as per the UNCRC), according to some
interviewees?®4, arbitrary age limits can be set in particular processes, mechanisms and
projects that exclude children under (or above) certain age (see Section 4.2.3).

Indeed, data from child and youth councils from EU27 and the UK reflect this lack of
distinction between the categories of ‘child’ and ‘youth’. Several countries, for
example, had youth councils that included children but also young people up to the age of
30 (Austria, Belgium, Croatia, Denmark, Netherlands, Slovakia and Spain), some even
extending it up to the age of 35 (Cyprus, Hungary, Italy, Luxembourg, Malta, Poland and
Romania - see Section 2.2.2). The mixing of children and young adults appeared
widespread across various other mechanisms, for example at national level the Austrian
Youth Strategy worked with 14-24 year olds?®>, and at the local level the Youth
Participation Model Herrenberg in Germany involved 12-21 year olds?®, The concern that
children are somehow ‘lost’ in mechanisms dominated by young adults was a view shared
by some interviewees??’.

In addition, various participatory processes and practices are typically geared towards
children above the age of 12 years old, with a particular lack of mechanisms geared
towards younger children. This underrepresentation of younger children was noted by
several international and EU-level interviewees who observed it across many countries?®8,

Young children are still only a minority when they are consulted as part of polls
and surveys. For instance, only 3.2% of respondents taking part in the Eurochild/UNICEF
Poll 'Europe Kids Want' were aged 9 or younger?®, and only 15% of children participating
in World Vision International’s consultations to understand their views on the COVID-19
outbreak were aged 8-132%°C. Similarly, a survey about growing up in Hungary by the
Hintalovon Child Rights Foundation was completed by just 1% of children aged 9 and under
(compared with 70% of responders from the group aged 15-17)3°1,

However, some of the identified mechanisms did appear to focus on including
younger children, for instance the children’s councils in Malta (8-12 years old)?°? and
Portugal (8-17 years old)??3, and the children’s parliament in Slovenia (6-15 years old)?°4.
Moreover, the Child Barometer survey conducted every two years in Finland focuses on
the lives of 6-year-old children specifically?®>, the Danish National Council for Children’s
Mini Child Panel includes approximately 1,000 children aged 4-7 years?°¢, and the My Voice
Matters survey in Bulgaria included children as young as 7%°7. A case study on the
programme ‘Everyday life’ (La Vida Cotidiana) implemented at the municipal level in Spain
(see Box 6 below; a more detailed overview of this mechanism is presented in Annex F)
outlines how children from the youngest age groups can be actively involved in children’s
participation processes and mechanisms.

Overall, however, there is a clear need for adult stakeholders to do more to engage
children from younger age groups, as their voices may be lost among older children and
young adults. It also raises issues about the adaptability of the mechanisms to different
groups, e.g. the communication material to target children and provide feedback, and the
required skills from facilitators/adults supporting children’s participation mechanisms and
processes.
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Box 6. Case study: ‘Everyday life’ — La Vida Cotidiana

‘Everyday life’: The Framework for Child Participation, 0-6 Years (La Vida Cotidiana - El
Marco Para La Participacion De La Infancia, 0-6 Afios) is a programme that enables the
participation of children aged 0-6 in daily life decisions, such as nutrition, how their spaces
are created and organised, and their interpretation of current events that affect them. This
process helps children to understand what participation means and how it can be applied
in everyday practice. The programme is administered in four early childhood centres
(Escuelas Infantiles Municipales) in Granada in four municipalities run by Fundacion
Granada Educa?®®. The Granada Educa Foundation was established in 2008 by the Granada
City Council to gain deeper understanding about the education of children aged 0-6 in the
city of Granada and to provide quality early childhood education and care (ECEC) in
Granada?®?. La Vida Cotidiana is an example of a good practice in the UNICEF Child-Friendly
Cities Initiative3%°, Although evidence of this mechanism’s effectiveness and impact is
limited, the organisers monitor them via built-in evaluations that amount to a continuous
feedback loop, as part of the early childhood centres’ overall learning strategies.

2.7.3 Inclusion of vulnerable and disadvantaged children

The collected data suggest that a number of initiatives strive to reach out to vulnerable
or disadvantaged children, including children from diverse geographical locations,
family situations, ethnical/migration backgrounds and with various forms of
disability.

In Belgium, the National Commission on the Rights of the Child devotes specific
participation activities (e.g. ad hoc consultations, in the form of surveys) to vulnerable
children, such as migrant children and children placed in youth protection institutions3°?,
The Ombudsman’s Office for Children in Sweden has held special consultations with
migrant children and children in care3°2. Similarly, in Denmark the Danish National Council
for Children has established expert groups consisting of children with particular experiences
of vulnerability and disadvantage, e.g. children of incarcerated parents and from families
in poverty, or children with mental illness. The aim of this expert panel is to ensure that
the perspectives of marginalised and at-risk children and young people are represented3°3,

The new procedure for the Council of Children established in Bulgaria in 2018 seeks to
ensure a broad representation of children from across the country, of different ages (all
under 18), and including those from vulnerable and marginalised communities, all
participating on a voluntary basis3%4. The Council consists of one representative from all 28
administrative districts, 4 quotas (places) for children from vulnerable groups and 1 quota
(place) for a representative of children who have received international protection in
Bulgaria3°®.

Wider mechanisms in Bulgaria also seem to be inclusive. For instance, as part of one adult-
initiated mechanism, children with intellectual disabilities were part of focus groups
and working groups that were able to design their own research on meaningful participation
of children with intellectual disabilities3®. Bulgaria’s Megaphone programme also aims to
specifically include children with disabilities who live in foster care or other alternative care
provisions, and to strengthen the network for reaching vulnerable children3%’. More
extensive consultations in Bulgaria also ensured that a diversity of children from different
regional, socio-economic and family settings (single parent, children living in care)3%8
was included. In Finland’s ‘Takeover of the Prime Minister’'s office’, 100 children
participated ranging from the ages of 6 to 17 and from different parts of the country,
including children with disabilities and from ethnic minority backgrounds3°°,

In Finland, a recent advocacy campaign appealed to decision-makers to improve the quality
of care offered to children and young people living in state residential care. This
activism included and was led by young people living in care, who became known as
‘experts by experience’. Along with NGOs and social workers, this campaign by the young
people resulted in a reform of the Child Welfare Act3'°. Finland’s Experts by experience
enables children who have experienced the foster care system to participate in a small
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group that policy-makers can consult3!t, Box 7 presents a case study on this mechanism,
and a more detailed overview is presented in Annex A.

Box 7. Case study: ‘Experts by Experience’

‘Experts by Experience”'?, sometimes referred to as ‘Young Advisors’, are terms used in
Finland to describe children and young people who are consulted, primarily by the
Ombudsperson for Children, on a specific policy or topic due to their personal experience
of being in a particular situation, e.g. the care system, or being a migrant or asylum
seeker. The children and young people are chosen to represent diverse groups, including
those from minority backgrounds, and can also provide peer support to other children
and young people going through similar experiences to them3'3. There is no formal
evidence of the effectiveness or impact of this mechanism, but information obtained via
expert interviews suggested that a consultation with children living in foster care led to
the reform to the Children’s Welfare Act, extending aftercare up to the age of 25 years
old3!4, The contribution of the Experts by Experience initiative can also be considered in
terms of the personal impact on participating children and adult stakeholders3*®.

To better include a broader range of child stakeholders, and to avoid the same children
participating in projects every year or representing children at conferences, some
interviewees reported using a randomised system to select children from across the
country316, For instance, the Danish National Council for Children’s (NCC) Child and Youth
Panel randomly selects children from across Denmark. The focus is on recruiting a cohort
of children of the same age, who are representative of children of that age across the
country, and who are part of the panel for 3 years3!’,

Another inclusion strategy mentioned by interviewees focused on working with various
NGOs who specialise in a certain child demographic, such as Roma children or children
from disadvantaged neighbourhoods3!%, such as the Consultancy Group on Roma
Youth Participation (CGRYP) in Cyprus®'®. Similarly, in Slovakia the Office of the
Government’s Representative for Roma Communities conducted a series of consultations
with Roma youth to map the needs and expectations of young people vis-a-vis national
youth policy32°. The Slovenian Association for the Friends of Youth makes efforts to involve
children from low-income backgrounds and those with disabilities, but encounters
challenges in reaching out to and including children from Roma backgrounds32!,

In Malta, a special platform for children from migrant families ensures that these children
are included in various mechanisms322, In addition, the Maltese Rainbow Family Network
brings together families from the LGBTIQ+ community in Malta, and an interfaith harmony
week initiative also brought together children from different religious backgrounds living in
Malta3?3. The Speaking Minds initiative in the Netherlands works specifically with children
and young people who have experienced child abuse and domestic violence324,

Overall, the evidence shows that inclusiveness is becoming an important goal and a
fundamental parameter for the involvement of children, but the degree to which this is
achieved across countries still varies.

2.7.4 Children’s experiences with particular mechanisms

Many children participating in focus groups were aware of and could name existing
structures and mechanisms for children’s participation, especially at the local level,
but found it harder to discuss the more ‘distant’ structures (national and EU).

National and local structures

Overall, most children mentioned various ways of expressing their ideas to adults
and decision-makers. Examples given included holding meetings, plenary sessions and
events where public representatives were present, video calls, emails, social media,
political youth organisations, student associations and other youth associations. School,
youth and children’s councils/parliaments were mentioned in all focus groups. A
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number of participants in most groups also mentioned one-off and ad-hoc activities — such
as surveys, questionnaires, etc - as ways of sharing their views and ideas. One example
given was the 'Kids Take Over’ campaign in Slovenia. The ‘Fridays for Future’ movement
was also brought up by several participating children in Finland, Germany, Ireland, the
Netherlands and Spain as an example of how children can participate in political and
democratic life32>,

Most children in the focus groups felt most familiar with participation practices at
schools, and a majority of participating children also acknowledged the possibility to be
involved in local decision-making. One reason suggested was that, as described by the
Irish children, school leaders and local leaders demand less formal encounters thereby
making participation for children more accessible. Yet, in two focus groups in Bulgaria some
children reported that they believed that involvement in decision-making at school and in
their villages was enough. This was partly because they found it difficult to engage with
national government and to be involved in politics, and some children had a mistrust
towards institutions and believed that they would succeed in having an impact locally,
rather than at the EU and national levels.

Overall, focus group participants were generally more aware of and positive about
local structures for children to participate, than those at a national level. In
Portugal, child-friendly cities and children’s assemblies at district level were highlighted,
whilst in Bulgaria, most children were reported to feel mostly listened to at local level, but
to have a mistrust towards the state at national level. In Malta, some children in residential
care also seemed to be aware of local structures and mechanisms for participation. Some
of the participants also mentioned decision-makers who influence children’s participation,
including guardians, social workers, health-care professionals, police and politicians, but
also mentioned legal proceedings where children were not heard. However, most of the
migrant children in Malta were unable to give any examples of mechanisms or structures
at national level.

In Finland, some children participating in focus groups were also critical of municipal
councils, which they considered to be ‘old-fashioned’, fighting over insignificant things or
being too distant, while the national parliament was considered to be filled with ‘smart’
people (regarded as a desirable place where the best, ‘smartest’ people go). Furthermore,
many child participants in Finland highlighted the significance of having four female
ministers and a young woman as a prime minister.

Some children also observed that those *higher up’ in decision-making are harder to
reach. For instance, in Slovenia many children participating in focus groups noted
opportunities to participate in certain decision-making processes, but overall felt they had
no influence on decisions taken at the national level. In Spain, some participating children
felt they had some influence through national participation bodies, but acknowledged that
this influence is limited. Bulgaria stood out as a country where most participating children
had a mistrust of the state, and felt more heard at local level.

Cyprus stood out as a country where children participating in the focus groups often
reported structures to be better at the national level compared with the local level. Whilst
some children in Cyprus acknowledged that certain municipalities and communities had
good practices and mechanisms to enable children’s participation, they also mentioned that
such structures were not embedded in other places, or that there was no will to involve
children.

Even within the existing structures, some children participating in focus groups
questioned whether their opinions are taken into account, and felt that structures
need to be supported and strengthened. Many child participants observed that the
extent of participation was limited, as decision-makers had little obligation to collect and
consider the views of children. For example, some children in Portugal reported to have
little faith in politicians listening to children. In general, several children in a number of
focus groups across countries (in particular in Cyprus and Spain) argued for the
institutionalisation of participation by the state, and suggested some form of a ‘legal
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obligation’ for ‘those in charge’ to consult with children on all matters that affect
them. As expressed by one child from Cyprus:

‘If you are not in an organised group, your opinion is not heard immediately. No
one is obliged to listen to you. Organised groups help to promote and make your
opinion heard. There is a need for State mechanisms to facilitate child participation.
Currently it is not easy. We must pursue it... first we must have an interest, then
study and then formulate a substantiated point of view. Therefore, we need top-
down structures to also exist, not just bottom-up.'32%

In addition, there was a sense amongst many children participating in focus groups that
even if their views were given, they would rarely be taken seriously or considered. The
outcomes from many focus groups suggest that mechanisms exist for proposing ideas, but
the fate of these ideas is unknown and monitoring and evaluation processes in the
mechanisms are either absent or failing to demonstrate their impact for children.
For example, although some participating Spanish children were familiar with mechanisms
to facilitate the translation of proposals to politicians allowing them to be heard, they noted
a lack of follow-up to proposals, requests and ideas, which left them feeling ignored. As
voiced by one child from Spain:

‘We have no way to control the people responsible for decision-making. There are
structures for participation, but reaching the institutions depends solely on the will
of the people responsible. 3%’

It is also noteworthy that German and Spanish children pointed out that in most cases
relationships between children and decision-makers are mediated by civil society
organisations and other entities that accompany the children and facilitate their
participation in these processes. They are considered to be important allies and
intermediaries between young people and public administrations.

European level

Most consulted children had little knowledge of the EU and were unable to specify
how it promotes and protects children’s rights or listens to children’s views. Most
children saw the EU as a large, distant and remote structure with little connection to their
daily reality, and generally did not consider the EU to be actively involving them in decision-
making. However, a small number of children did have experiences of being listened to by
the EU, and the Bulgarian children from the National Children’s Council mentioned the 2019
Bucharest EU Children’s Declaration328,

Among the few children who were familiar with the EU, some had positive views. For
instance, some participating German children who were active in local children’s and youth
councils were the only ones that could give detailed information on EU structures. They
also noted that the EU conducts consultations and organizes youth talks and youth
conferences. Some of them also mentioned that EU parliamentarians talk to children and
young people, and that children’s views are heard through studies of the European
Commission or through NGOs that are funded by EU funds. One participating child in the
Netherlands also mentioned having spoken with a candidate for the EU Parliament.

In other focus group consultations, some participating children aware of the EU were more
critical. For instance, some Irish children considered the EU to only be concerned with
Brexit and COVID-19, whilst one child participant in Malta noted that there is no
Commissioner for children32?, but there is one for fish, which made them wonder whether
fish are more important than children in the EU. Many migrant children consulted in Malta
felt that the EU has not been giving sufficient support to unaccompanied children, and has
been putting children in detention. Yet, some children acknowledged the role of the EU in
helping them reach safety at the end of migrant sea crossings.

Though they were not necessarily aware of existing opportunities to participate in political
and democratic life at EU level, several participating children (in Bulgaria, Cyprus and
Malta) viewed the EU as having significant potential in terms of providing opportunities for
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children to be involved in decision-making. Some children in the Netherlands, Germany
and Cyprus meanwhile considered the consultations themselves to be proof that the EU is
increasingly listening to children and actively seeking out their opinions.

During discussions, several children across different countries mentioned UNICEF and other
UN structures, and civil society organisations such as Eurochild as examples of international
organisations that can and do support children’s rights and children’s participation in
Europe. Also mentioned by some children in several countries was the Fridays for Future
movement, through which they reported that they did feel heard.
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3 Characteristics of children’s participation mechanisms

Key findings

e Children’s participation has many purposes. It can be used as a means to achieve
a specific outcome, or as an end in itself (as an exercise of children’s democratic
right to participate as citizens).

e Few mechanisms were initiated (and designed) by children, who are more likely to
play an active role in their implementation or help mechanisms evolve.

e Formal, robust and systematic evaluation is lacking in most mechanisms at all
levels. However, there is some evidence that feedback from children is collected in
some mechanisms (e.g. via feedback forms, questionnaires or informal feedback
chats).

e Children report feeling disappointed, lack confidence in authorities and - in the
absence of feedback and follow up - perceive that children’s views do not matter.

e Mechanisms cover a wide range of topics. They may include any topic relevant to
children and can be broad or subject-specific (e.g. education, environment, health
and city planning). They might also be about participation itself. Several
mechanisms identified in this study focused on topics particularly relevant to
vulnerable children.

e A number of structures facilitating children’s participation in political and
democratic life have been operating at the national level for a long time. However,
most of the current permanent structures were established during the last 25
years (since 1995).

e There are three main categories of mechanisms in terms of the timeframe of
participation: (semi)-permanent, project-based (time-limited) or one-off.

e Children and young people commonly participate via structures that have been
created to represent the collective views of children.

e In terms of the mode of participation, participatory mechanisms are typically high
on information and consultation. Some adult-led mechanisms involve a lot of co-
creation with children, and communications are usually child-friendly.

e Children’s views are commonly understood only as ‘recommendations’. Only a few
mechanisms ensure that children’s proposals are binding. Evidence on the impact
of mechanisms is quite limited.

e The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the importance of online technologies and
platforms for participation, but raised questions of equitable accesses.

This chapter presents details of the characteristics of mechanisms that facilitate children’s
participation in political and democratic life. It focuses on the purpose, stages, topics,
timing and format of participation, and the effect that these characteristics have on the
effectiveness and impact of children’s participation.

3.1 Purpose of children’s participation in the political and democratic life

Our analysis indicates that children’s participation in political and democratic life across the
EU is taken as both a means (to achieve specific outcomes) as well as an end in
itself (as an exercise of children’s democratic right to participate as citizens).

In some member states, children’s participation has been used to achieve social
outcomes, such as ensuring greater visibility of marginalised groups, greater inclusion of
their voices in decision-making, and creating attitudinal change in wider society. For
instance, the National Children's Policy in Malta was drafted in consultation with children
to ensure that the policy captured the realities and experiences of children and their various
needs, wants and aspirations33°,

However, children’s participation has also been an end in itself, in that participatory
mechanisms, processes and structures are set up, audited and improved upon, in
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order to ensure that children’s participation within countries, organisations and
internationally remains optimised for children and makes meaningful use of their inclusion.
In this sense, our analysis revealed mechanisms from across the EU where children
embody the participatory structure (e.g. children’s councils) and are involved in revising
and improving it themselves, e.g. the improvements made to the operation of the
Combhairle na nOg (network of local youth councils in Ireland)33t,

Children’s participation may also be a combination of a means and an end: children
participate in a mechanism and express their views about a specific topic but their feedback
is also sought about the participatory mechanism itself, so that improvements are
continuously made to better cater for children’s needs. For example, the World Vision
International consultations with children and young people to understand their views on
the COVID-19 outbreak also involved gathering feedback about participants’ experiences
of using online platforms for child activism, and to support others with information and
emotional support. It was intended that this feedback would also inform the format of
future engagements with children332,

Some interviewed stakeholders were careful to make (or emphasised the importance
of making) children’s participation meaningful, although the interviewees views on
the extent of meaningfulness (i.e. having the right audience and being acted upon)
varied across mechanisms at various levels333. Even if most interviewees agreed that
tokenistic children’s participation appeared to be low across the EU, several
interviewees (in particular international and EU-level interviewees) were still able to
provide examples of processes and mechanisms in which children’s participation was
tokenistic, and children were patronised334. Some Irish children participating in the focus
groups also described participation (referring to a wide range of mechanisms) as often
being a box-ticking exercise, where children are only invited to events as
contributors. The idea that children’s participation can feel tokenistic was a feeling shared
by several children in other consultations. One child in Malta commented in agreement
with this, that ‘a child who is aware that he has a right to speak believes it is useless to
use his voice unless the adults around him listen to what he says.’

3.2 Stages of children’s participation in the political and democratic lifecycle

Following are definitions of the three stages of children’s participation in the political and
democratic lifecycle: design and planning, implementation, and evaluation.

3.2.1 Design and planning
Design and planning of structures and mechanisms

Our review outlined that very few children’s participation mechanisms at the
Member State level have been initiated (and designed) by children themselves.
However, typically, even if structures - such as national or local children’s and youth
councils, parliaments or advisory groups - were initiated by adults, they often then
evolved over time, partly as a result of children’s participation. That is, the nature
of participation and the decisions on which topics to address eventually come from the
children themselves, and children are also involved in changing aspects of the mechanism
itself. For example, the design and establishment of the National Helpline for Children in
Bulgaria, Czechia, Poland, Romania and Slovakia drew upon the experience of a British
charity, ‘ChildLine’. However, when the helplines were put in operation across the Central
and Eastern European countries, children expressed their views and opinions to adapt and
shape the operation of the child helpline services to the national context in their
countries33°,

For child-initiated mechanisms, the design of the mechanism as well as its
activities involve children, as exemplified by the Hungarian student movement,
Movement for Alternative Student-centric Education (Alternativ Diakkézpontu Oktatasért
Mogalom - ADOM Diakmozgalom), a self-organised student network aiming to promote
democracy and students’ rights33¢. In Cyprus, children were involved in the design of the

45



Study on child participation in EU political and democratic life

National Youth Strategy during the first National Youth Conference in 2015337, In addition,
the structure, goals and working procedures of the Young People’s parliament in
Luxembourg were designed by children33®. In Malta, children were involved in drafting
alternative care legislation33° and two focus groups of year 6 and year 10 students carried
out a pilot questionnaire to investigate the wellbeing of migrant children in the country34°,

The collected evidence provides several examples of how children were involved in the
design stages of shaping international and European-level participatory mechanisms. For
instance, during the Bulgarian Presidency of the Structured Dialogue on Youth, children
and young people designed and ran national consultations to inform the EU Youth
Strategy 2019-2027 (see Box 11)34t, Romanian children were involved in drafting a paper
supporting the Bucharest Declarations, which entails children’s reviews on mechanisms
that could be used to strengthen children’s participation in EU institutions342.
Similarly, Eurochild’s 2018 conference on children’s participation in public decision-
making was co-organised with an advisory group of children and young people during
the planning phase and the event itself343,

Several initiatives in Ireland were found to involve children at the design phase of setting
up participatory structures. Youth Work Ireland held consensus-building workshops with
children and young people aged 16 to 22 in four counties in Ireland to inform how youth
services should cater to the needs of young people3#. Children’s participation in design
was also facilitated and supported by adults, such as the consultation on children and
young people’s experiences of mental-health services in Ireland3*. The Irish Government'’s
consultation with children and young people on their vision of how Ireland could remember
children who died in 1916 was initially piloted with children, so the final form of the surveys
involved the design feedback of the pilot group346. Moreover, children and young people
involved in the Irish Comhairle na nOg National Executive were in control of the design and
implementation of a questionnaire about the school classroom3#7,

Children have also been involved, to some degree, in the design and planning of research
studies on children’s participation. For instance, World Vision International’s consultation
with children about the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic involved a collaborative
approach between adults and young researchers aged 12-18, who co-created the research
design and implementation348,

Design and planning policies

Children’s participation mechanisms also serve as a means for children to be involved
in policy planning, particularly at national level. As expressed by one interviewee,
consultations with children almost always take place at the start of the mechanism, and
rarely are children consulted as part of evaluations of mechanisms34°.

For instance, in France the Children’s Parliament (Parlement des Enfants) drafts legislative
proposals that can become law if picked up by national representatives, and four such
proposals from the Children’s Parliament have become law over the years (see Box 2)3°C.
Children are involved in the development of school policy in Romania through the schools’
administration councils (Consilile de aministratie ale scolilor)3>* while children in the
National Children’s Forum (Forumul National al Copiilor) are involved in suggesting policy
ideas3>?, The UK Youth Parliament was set up by adults, but each year the Parliament’s
Manifesto is written by children and then actions are designed, implemented and evaluated
by the children themselves3>3. In Croatia, Kecejme do toho! (Have your Say) was designed
by adults, but children shape the focus of the project and its content3>4,

In Ireland, children from the local youth councils (Comhairle na nég) are involved in
various processes at the policy design stage. For instance, they were involved in reviewing
Youth Survey questions used in developing the County Mayo Children and Young People’s
Plan; since the children were part of the local youth council (which has its own admission
criteria), they were also representative of different age profiles, gender and other
demographics3>>. Also at local level, the Youth Participatory Budget in Portugal enables
children to decide what a municipal council does with a certain amount of funds
allocated for this budget (see Box 12)3%6,
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3.2.2 Implementation
Implementation of structures and mechanisms

The collected evidence suggests that children appear to be involved at various points
of implementation of participation mechanisms.

At international level, 20 children involved in a Day of General Discussions with the
Committee on the Convention on the Rights of the Child decided their own roadmap for
the kind of activities they wanted to focus on throughout the year3>’. At the EU level,
children are involved in developing communication tools for use during the implementation
of mechanisms (e.g. producing learning materials that are posted on EC websites), and
have contributed to the design and dissemination plan of information leaflets3°8,

At national level across most countries children and young people themselves implement
activities of the Children’s/Youth Parliaments and Children’s/Youth Councils (see Section
2.2 and 2.3)3°. As parliament/council delegates, children set up agendas, goals and
activities; participate in working groups, committees and plenary sessions; and participate
in elections and voting by standing for posts, collecting and counting ballots, voting and
scrutinising the process. For instance, children participating in the Bulgarian Council of
Children are extensively involved in implementation: they vote on the council rules, outline
the goals tasks, activities, structure and principles of operation, create their own agenda
and chair their own meetings3¢°. Similarly, in the EU Youth Parliament of Lithuania, children
are actively involved in organising activities through the year as part of the programme3°,
In the Portuguese Young Mayor (Jovem Autarca) programme3®2, children carry out the
following activities themselves: they are nominated to be mayors, stand for elections, are
involved in ballot collection and counting, vote for their mayors, and then carry out mayoral
duties once elected33.

Children may also implement activities that are organised by institutions responsible for
supporting the rights of the child or children’s participation, such as the Young
Ambassadors in Wales, who organize events around the objectives of the Welsh Children’s
Commissioner3%4, or children similarly involved in activities of the Children’s Commissioner
of Scotland3®>.

Data from a small number of countries suggests that the involvement of children in the
implementation of the mechanisms also includes the administration of research,
e.g. surveys carried out in Bulgaria on deinstitutionalisation processes from institutional
care to small-group homes for children with intellectual disabilities36¢. A consultation on
Brexit for children on both sides of the Northern Ireland border involved 20 young people
who contributed throughout to the implementation process, deciding how discussions
would occur, publishing op-ed pieces through the programme, and communicating the
findings to the European Parliament3®’, In Malta, the ‘Let me Thrive’ research study on
foster care in Malta had an interview that was open and child-led in format38,

Children are also involved in creating child-friendly communications of the activities
of various mechanisms, such as the children’s version of the Flemish ‘integrated youth
and children’s rights policy’ website, or the children’s version of the Council of Europe’s
new policy guidelines aimed at safeguarding the rights and interests of children with
imprisoned parents (Recommendation CM/REC (2018)5 on Children of imprisoned
parents)36°,

3.2.3 Monitoring and evaluation

Few mechanisms and policies were identified through mapping that involved children
in monitoring and evaluation. One notable exception includes the Youth Board of
Cyprus, which ran consultations with children and young people to evaluate their first
Action Plan of the National Youth Strategy (2017-2019), the results of which informed the
development of their second Action Plan (2020-2022)37°. However, as explained by some
interviewees, most mechanisms included various feedback forms, questionnaires,
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or informal feedback chats between organisers and participants3’'. For example, in
Malta, adult organisers used focus groups in order to gain feedback from children about
their participation3’2. Often, as explained by one international stakeholder, this feedback
is not publicly available but is instead used for internal purposes for improving or informing
changes to mechanisms373. Feedback (through an online survey) was also sought from the
5,230 participants in the ‘How do you see it?’ (Te hogy latod?) consultation in Hungary374.

The most common form of child-initiated evaluation occurred when the
participatory structures themselves were run by children, such as in some children’s
or youth councils or forums, and when children and young people reviewed activities
in a form of regular reports through a time period (e.g. annual report). This has been
the case for the European Youth Forum Activities (and thereby any sub-activities they are
involved in, such as the European Youth Dialogues, formerly Structured Dialogues)3’>, the
British Youth Council and its many subsidiary activities, such as the UK Youth Parliament
(for children aged 11-18), and the Belgian Confederation of Youth Organisations
(Confédération des Organisations de Jeunesse)3’®. In Ireland, a children’s advisory group
consisting of migrant children will be involved in evaluating a methodology for an upcoming
research project related to children’s participation in political and democratic life3””.

In addition, children have been involved in assessing policy or available facilities
for children, e.g. as part of the Dutch Paja! (Participation Audits in Shelter, Care and
Welfare) mechanism, children themselves conducted an audit and inspection of facilities in
shelter, care and welfare, and interviewed each other3’8, In Bulgaria, child consultations
were run to evaluate the deinstitutionalisation process from institutional care to small-
group homes in 2015372, Children also evaluated projects through surveys administered by
a body that facilitates children’s participation, e.g. children evaluate the programmes of
the Belgian National Commission for the Rights of the Child via a survey instrument
administered by this body380,

3.3 Topics of children’s participation mechanisms in political and democratic life

Children participate in political and democratic life across the EU and within member
states on as varied topics as adults. The analysis of the data shows that most
mechanisms at the Member State level may include any topic relevant to children. This
ranges from conventional topics of immediate impact to children, such as education,
environment and health, to broader topics such as transport. Topic-specific mechanisms
undertaken at the international, EU and national levels are discussed in the following
paragraphs.

In some countries, the remit of national or local children’s/youth councils, children’s
parliaments, and child panels/advisory structures include facilitating children’s
participation in any topic relevant to children, as is the case for the Youth Monitor in the
Netherlands3®!, Youth Council of Latvia*®? and the Yearbook of Youth Monitoring in
Estonia3®3,

There are also several mechanisms in Member States that focus on topics
particularly relevant for disadvantaged and vulnerable children, and which
involved a subset of children to address these vulnerabilities, such as children in
alternative care, Roma children, LGBTQI+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer (or
questioning) and intersex) families and children, migrants and children with physical and
intellectual disabilities®*. Spain has explored the topic of refugee children through its
national version of the UNICEF Child-Friendly Cities Initiative (Ciudad de las Amigas)32>,
Ireland has created a specific children’s advisory group consisting of migrant children38s,
while Roma children’s participation is an important topic in mechanisms in Croatia3®’,
Cyprus3®® and Bulgaria3®®. Children are also involved in the topic of alternative care,
including foster care and visitation rights of parents, although this is often facilitated
through national Ombudspersons, as seen in Austria®®® and in the Netherlands3®!. The
Youth Monitor in the Netherlands also considers the issue of youth probation3°2.
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The environment and climate change have seen growing interest in MS, such as the
focus on climate change in Austria3°3 and Spain3°4, and the environment more generally in
Italy3®> and Portugal®®®. Gender equality and sex education (including age of consent)
were also widespread topics of children’s participation in MS: gender equality was a theme
found in participation mechanisms in France, Spain and Austria3°’; and activities regarding
the age of consent and sex education were found in mechanisms in Croatia, Ireland,
Belgium, Hungary, Portugal and Spain398,

The issues of bullying, violence and child abuse are often pushed by adult
stakeholders - such as the office of the Ombudsman for Children in Poland3®® or the
international non-governmental organisation Save the Children in Romania*®® — but more
localised approaches are also seen. For instance in Spain, the municipalities of Castilla and
Ledn organised a forum to discuss bullying in addition to drug dependency, discrimination
and other topics*°t,

At the international level, children are involved in similarly diverse, broad-
ranging, but also subject-specific mechanisms. Children are involved as part of
diplomatic initiatives, such as the Africa-Europe Summit, the EU Forum on the rights of
the child and EU Youth Dialogues, and have expressed their views in the international
development sphere (both as children from donor countries and recipient countries)4°2,
National consultations, such as those in Romania, may also consider the effect of the EU
at the member state level#03,

At both member state and international levels, children also express their views
about children’s participation itself: how it should function at local governance level,
in national instruments such as youth councils, or in consultations, as witnessed in
Austria®#, Bulgaria®®®, Romania*®® and Poland*®?, as well as at the broader EU level*°8, At
the national and local levels, for the most part, children are involved in mechanisms that
relate to issues of direct impact to children, such as education and child-related town
planning (e.g. parks, playgrounds, traffic and crossings around schools)#°®. In Munich,
Germany, for example, children expressed their views during the design of a new district*1°,
and the UNICEF Child-Friendly Cities Initiative more generally aims to involve children in
locality-specific planning, e.g. children were involved in city planning in Poland*!!. Children
also often participate in education-related decisions: in Italy, student representatives
(Consulte provinciali degli studenti) act as a representative body to facilitate collaboration
between students and government bodies involved in education*'?, and a similar
mechanism takes place in Netherlands through the National Action Committee (Landelijk
Aktie Komitee Scholiere)13,

Children are thus participating on topics that affect them immediately (their care situations,
schools) and in a broader, systemic sense (national health plans, legislation about
incarceration or migration), as well as about the workings of children’s participation itself.

3.4 Timing of children’s participation mechanisms in political and democratic life

The mechanisms can be categorised by when they were established and how often children
can express their views.

3.4.1 Time of establishment

The methodology of this study prioritised a mapping of mechanisms that are currently
running and have been instituted since 2012 (see Annex D). However, significant
mechanisms that were established prior to 2012 have been included if they currently play
a significant role in facilitating children’s participation.

The mapping data indicate that some structures that facilitate children’s participation were
established a long time ago, such as the Danish Youth Council (established in 1940)44, the
British Youth Council (established in 1948)4'>, the National Council for Swedish Youth
Organisations (established in 1949)46 and the German Federal Youth Council (established
in 1949)417, A small number of structures were also established in the 1970s and 1980s,
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including the Confederation of Youth Organisations in Belgium (established in 1975)418, the
Council of Youth of Spain (established in 1983)4'° and the National Youth Council in
Portugal (established in 1985)%°, At the EU level, the European Youth Parliament
(established in 1987) has also been operating for over three decades*?!,

The adoption of the UNCRC in 1989 and the political changes in Central and Eastern Europe
that also started in 1989 trigged the establishment of permanent structures that facilitate
children’s participation. However, it has to be noted that most of these structures are
geared towards older children and youth. This includes:

e Councils: Youth Council of Slovakia (established in 1990)#22, National Association
of Children’s and Youth Councils in France (1991)423, National Youth Council of
Latvia (1992)%%4, National Youth Council in Malta (1992)#%>, Lithuanian Youth
Council (established in 1992)#?% and the Youth Board of Cyprus (established in
1994)427,

e Child/youth student parliaments: Child Parliament in Slovenia (established in
1990)4%8, Children and Youth Parliament in Poland (established in 1994)42,
Children’s Parliament in France (established in 1994)430, Greek Youth Parliament
(established in 1995)431, Youth Parliament in Cyprus (1995)432 and Youth
Parliament in Portugal (established in 1995)433,

Other permanent structures facilitating children’s participation have been established
during the last 25 years (since 1995).

However, even if some mechanisms were established for a long time, many of them have
evolved over the years. For instance, the Danish Youth Council established in 1940 set up
a Democracy Commission in 2019434,

3.4.2 Timeframe of operation

Mechanisms can be grouped into three main categories: (semi-)permanent, project-based
(time-limited), and one-off.

(Semi-)permanent

This mostly includes structures that facilitate children’s participation, such as children’s
and youth councils*?*®, children’s and youth parliaments*3® and Offices of Children’s
Commissioners*3” (see Section 2.2. to 2.4). There may also be youth panels or children’s
panels, such as that in Denmark where the National Council for Children has a children’s
panel consisting of 2,000 children aged around 13 years old who volunteer their opinions
on subjects taken up by the Council438,

The EU Youth Dialogue (formerly Structured Dialogues), is a central participation tool for
young people aged 13-30 that takes place through continuous activity for a period of 18
months#3? (see also Box 11).

(Semi-)permanent participation opportunities also include well-established events and
regular conferences, such as the European Forum on the Rights of the Child**?,
Eurochild’s bi-annual conference on children’s participation in political and democratic
life**!, and the annual conference organised by the European Network for Ombudspersons
for Children**2, The Youth People’s Festival run in Denmark from 2016 has also become a
permanent annual event promoting youth and children’s participation in democracy by
allowing youth groups - and others working for and with children and youth - to come
together and create new platforms for youth engagement*43,

Some regular events may be thematically arranged as well, such as the annual
conference of the Safer Internet Forum, which brings together children, young people and
adult stakeholders to consider the impact of technology on individuals and society**4, or
the Africa-Europe Summit, which brings young people together to discuss issues facing
youth in the two continents*4>,
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Mechanisms may also take place regularly at larger intervals: the Flemish government
in Belgium holds the Great Priorities Debate (Grote prioriteitendebat) every five years,
bringing together diverse stakeholders including young people and decision-makers to
decide the main goals for the new Flemish Youth and Children’s Rights Plan%¢, The
European Youth Week takes place every two years and is organised by the Erasmus+
National Agencies, most recently taking place from 29 April to 5 May 2019447,

Project-based (time-limited)

Mechanisms in this category include the development of youth strategies and
policies**®, specific projects, e.g. ‘Youth Participation academy™4° and research
studies**°. On many occasions, these mechanisms rely on permanent structures, e.g.
children’s/youth councils.

Children’s participation mechanisms have been a part of the development of national youth
strategies, such as the 2014 working group in Czechia that involved young people in
decision-making processes relevant to the government’s Youth Support Strategy*°!. As
part of the Austrian Youth Strategy, the ‘Your Projects’ (Eure Projekte) programme offered
youth aged 14-24 €500 to implement a project of their choice, submitted as part of a
competition*>?, and the ‘Youth Monitor’ (Jugendmonitor) is a tool to capture opinions of
Austrian youth aged 14-24 about work, education and family4>3,

The ‘Turning Words into Action’ project in Bulgaria was held through 2010-2013 and
consisted of several activities to better the lives of children and young people with
intellectual disabilities and their families (see Box 13)#**4. Similarly, the Bulgarian ‘STEPS
together against violence and bullying at school’ project lasted for three years, and
facilitated children to express their views about activities aimed at preventing and
responding to bullying and violence at school**>,

One-off initiatives

This mostly includes consultations that were held on a particular topic of interest,
which may be organised by stakeholders who otherwise have a regular interest in children’s
participation in political and democratic life. For example, Eurochild organised the ‘Speak
Up!’ consultations between November 2011 and March 2012. Other examples include the
‘Europe Kids Want’ survey#°®, the consultation with children on Brexit**’, and specific ad-
hoc initiatives and consultations at the European and Member State levels, e.g. in Estonia,
France and Slovenia*®8. Croatian civil society organisation Our Children organised a session
for children with the Croatian Parliament to promote children’s participation in decision-
making*°°.

In Slovenia, a call for ‘Letters to the Members of the Parliament’ was addressed to the
pupils in the 7th-9th grade of elementary school in 2013 (elementary school starts at the
age of six and lasts 9 years; it includes primary and lower secondary education). The aim
was to encourage children to reflect about society, the developments they were facing,
values, and ways to actively participate in a democratic society and impact society and
policy-makers. As many as 433 letters were received by Members of Parliament (MPs)#6°,

One-off international and national consultations were held in response to the
COVID-19 pandemic, such as that carried out during March and April 2020 by World
Vision International among 101 children and young people from 13 countries, using online
platforms for children and young people to share their reflections about the outbreak?6?,
and the ‘#CovidUnder19 - Life Under Coronavirus’ children’s consultation undertaken by
Queen’s University Belfast to meaningfully involve children in responses to the COVID-19
pandemic*6?,

One-off consultations also occurred at the local level, such as that organised by the General
Assembly of Ardéche for children aged 13-17 to present policy proposals to public
authorities?*3,
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3.5 Format of children’s participation in political and democratic life

The collected data suggest a variety of formats of children’s participation in political and
democratic life.

Structural/group participation vs. individual child participation

At the international level, young people most commonly participate via structures
that have been created to represent the views of children, such as councils,
parliaments, forums and panels, e.g. the Africa—Europe Youth Summit, the Committee on
the Rights of the Child, the Office of the United Nations Secretary-General on Violence
against Children and the European Youth Parliament*®4. European children and young
people have also participated in diverse consultations capturing the voices of
individual children, e.g. the ‘Europe Kids Want’ survey?®>, the online consultation for the
EU strategy on the rights of the child*¢® and focus groups with children as part of the Child
guarantee study?®’,

Similarly, the collected data suggest that national and local-level mechanisms tend to
facilitate children’s participation via collective action and representation through
children/youth boards, councils or parliaments. The formats of this type of engagement
vary, from inviting individual children to speak on behalf of a group of children at events
or meetings*®®, inviting children to ask questions at councils and parliaments*® and
involving children in focus groups#’?. One interesting example specified that children
participated by evaluating a candidate for the role of child and youth coordinator within
that mechanism#’t, Another interviewee described giving the children themselves the
freedom to decide how they wanted to discuss their ideas, with the adult stakeholders only
serving to bring them together in one location*’2. When participation takes place at an
individual child/young person level, this typically involves participation in the
surveys/studies*’3, and opportunities to develop and implement ideas at the local level,
e.g. cafes with politicians in Estonia and Latvia®’4.

Modes of participation

The analytical framework to analyse modes of children’s participation outlines five modes
of participation*’>. These modes are related to the issue of power and the degree to
which power is handed to or removed from adults and given to children (e.g. who
has the power to define objectives or to direct the activity). These modes include:

1. Initiation: is the mechanism initiated by children or by other stakeholders?

2. Information: is the child gathering or being given information?

3. Consultation: are children expressing their views, opinions or interests on a
matter?

4. Engagement: are the child’s views taken into account? Is the child able to act in
association with other participants?

5. Decision: does the child have the final say on an action (alone or with an adult)?

Analysis of collected data suggests that typically, there is some level of all five modes of
participation, albeit to a varying degree. Participatory mechanisms are typically high on
information and consultation, but low on initiation, decision and engagement.

The evidence collected in the mapping tasks and during interviews shows that the most
common mode of participation implemented in nearly all member states has been
consultations, where children’s voices are sought, included and (to varying degrees)
acted upon to inform policies, laws and initiatives that focus on specific issues*’®. As part
of the consultative process, children also often gather information, e.g. consult their
peers, and collect and analyse information to form their opinion and views. These
consultative processes could entail consultations with groups of children identified for a
specific topic or referrals to organised bodies such as children’s councils or child advisors,
who are regularly called upon to advise on such issues. This mode of participation was
used often by Ombudspersons in Bulgaria*’’, Finland*’®, Ireland*’® and Sweden, when
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children were asked their views on certain topics such as Brexit, foster care and school life.
For instance, the Irish government held consultations with children and young people on
healthy lifestyles, and the Swedish Ombudsperson held meetings with migrant children
and young people*®®, Another example comes from the Netherlands, where 450 children
were consulted in the development of the Raaz foundation in Zaandam#®!. In Bulgaria, the
‘Childhood for All’ project conducted consultations with children on the
deinstitutionalisation process, whereby five children and youth with intellectual disabilities
carried out their own research and set up a focus group to find out what life in the new
small-group homes felt like from a peer-to-peer perspective*®?, Similarly, six Child Rights
Ambassadors participated in the design of a survey asking children about their experiences
of growing up in Hungary. The children were also responsible for planning an awareness-
raising campaign about the survey483,

Style of participation

While children’s participation structures (both off- and online; offline spaces are discussed
below; for discussion about online participatory spaces, see Section 4.1.3 and 4.2.6) are
often adult-led and tend to repeat the ways in which adults act (e.g. children’s
parliaments utilise voting and meeting methods, such as committees, groups, plenary
sessions)*®*, some of the adult-led mechanisms involve a lot of co-creation with
children, and communications are usually child-friendly (and at times developed by
children). Examples of child-friendly communication were identified as part of
international/EU mechanisms, for example in the Council of Europe*®>, Ombudsperson
Offices*®® and World Vision International®®’. Furthermore, training and learning materials
are prepared for and with children to prepare children for their participation. For instance,
at the EU level such materials are continuously being prepared as part of the Learning
Corner website (see also Section 2.5, 2.6, and 4.1.5)488,

Examples of child-led structures include young people setting the agenda for the local
youth councils in Ireland (see Box 9), and children/youth being involved in the design of
the Local Youth Participatory Budget in Portugal (see Box 12)*89. In different countries
children have also been active in putting up proposals for debates, for instance the Great
Priorities Debate with policy-makers in Belgium, national letter writings to politicians in
Slovenia, and the ‘Ideas by Young’ people online platform in Finland*?°. The 'Peaceful
School, Peaceful Neighbourhood’ initiative in Utrecht in the Netherlands also encouraged
children to come up with their own ideas to debate, such as children’s rights*°?.

There is also some evidence of creative, accessible ways in which children are
encouraged to participate, i.e. the Ombudsman for Children’s Office in Ireland consulted
children on their experiences of mental health services, and the participants were asked to
decide how they wanted to express their views. The methods chosen by young people were
painting, collage, photography, mind maps and semi-structured interviews*?2. Similarly,
children with intellectual disabilities involved in ‘Turning Words into Action’ wrote and
published a book about their experiences of institutionalisation (see Box 13)4°3. Such
mechanisms reflect the importance of allowing children to decide on the means through
which they express their views, rather than assuming a one-size-fits-all solution that may
be unsuitable for their age group or intellectual ability. There are also recent examples
of bottom-up activism or instances where children and young people have
organised themselves. For example, the Movement for Alternative Student-centric
Education in Hungary was formed in 2014 and recruits students online, organising
workshops, protests and meetings around educational reform#®4. Created in 2013 in
particular cities/localities in Romania, the Association of the Schools Students creates
petitions to effect change in areas such as bursaries and transportation*®>. Young people
have also began mobilising themselves on the internet, with the most notable example
being the ‘Fridays for Future’ movement initiated by Greta Thunberg*®®. All of these
examples indicate that most forms of self-organised activism are facilitated by students
using school networks*®”.

53



Study on child participation in EU political and democratic life

3.6 Impact of children’s participation in political and democratic life

Our analyses explored the extent to which children’s participation mechanisms in political
and democratic life have been judged to be effective, and whether they made a positive
difference to children, communities, society, countries and the EU, and policy- and
decision-making at these levels. In line with the analytical framework, we have analysed
two types of impact:

e children’s degree of influence on policy- and decision-making (external impact);
and

e children’s degree of influence on children’s participation levels and children
themselves (internal impact).

One of the main findings is that, compared to the multitude of mechanisms that have been
identified through this research study, there is little evidence whether the mechanisms
are effective and whether they have impact. Where evidence did exist, it was often
limited to interviewees’ perceptions and views on the impacts of children’s participation
mechanisms, rather than robust impact evaluation studies. This means that, even though
there are many mechanisms that may be impactful in many ways, documentation of such
impact is largely lacking.

As this study coincided with the COVID-19 outbreak, we have also collected emerging
evidence on the impact of the pandemic on children’s participation levels and
identified lessons that can enable children’s participation more effectively in such
situations in the future. For consistency, this evidence is presented in Chapter 4, where we
discuss the opportunities and challenges created by the pandemic.

3.6.1 Children’s degree of influence on policies and decision-making

The evidence on children’s degree of influence on policies is patchy across the
international, national and local levels.

International and EU levels

The analyses suggest that at the international level, it was common for a series of
recommendations to be produced as a result of the children’s participation mechanisms,
but there was little evidence on whether/how those recommendations had an impact on
policy- or decision-making. For instance, children and young people provided input to the
UN’s Declaration on Children, Youth and Climate Action*®®, were consulted during the UN
Committee on the Rights of the Child’s project ‘Protecting and Empowering Children as
Human Rights Defenders™®?, drafted the supporting document to the Bucharest EU
Children’s Declaration®®, and produced a set of recommendations during a consultation to
understand their views on the COVID-19 outbreak®®!. However, there was little indication
as to whether these processes and contributions shaped views, policies or decision-making
in any way. This may also have been due to the time needed between action and effect to
assess whether a particular mechanism had an external impact. Another example, while
concurring with the limited impact children have on international policy-making, does point
to the influence that international action can have on national-level decision-
making. According to one EU-level interviewee, ENYA's project on social media contributed
to a section on self-harm online being added to a government action plan on suicide in
Norway - a direct result of the ENYA recommendations®%2. Overall, however, evidence of
external impact / influence at the international level is limited.

National level

At the national level, the evidence on the degree of children’s influence resulting from
children’s participation mechanisms is patchy - while there is some evidence in some
countries, there is less or no evidence in others. Overall, the majority of EU countries
demonstrated limited evidence of external impact of children’s participation, and
only a few mechanisms ensured that children’s proposals were binding. This indicates that
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although children’s voices are being heard, their views have minimal impact.
Similarly to the international/European levels, at national level children’s views are
commonly understood only as ‘recommendations’.

In some instances, the legal changes were proposed as a result of children’s
consultation. For instance, as a result of consultations with children the Ombudsmen for
Children in Sweden made four proposals for new laws to strengthen the rights of migrant
children®%3, and several proposals for legislative change to protect children from violence
and harassment in schools>%4. Similarly, the proposals initiated by the children’s parliament
in France resulted in new laws being introduced (see Box 2)°°°. In Finland, the
aforementioned Child Welfare Act was reformed following a consultation with children and
young people living in care, who expressed a wish for aftercare to be extended up to the
age of 25, which became a legal reality shortly afterwards®°®. Another example of children
influencing legal change comes from the Netherlands. As reported by a national authority
interviewee, a consultation led by the Ombudsperson for Children resulted in a change in
the law affecting children with mentally ill parents, such that if a parent is treated for a
psychiatric disease the child also has to be informed>®’. Children were also involved in
drafting the Minor Protection Act in Malta (see Box 8 and Annex A).

Additional promising cases of impact and influence were found in a small number
of countries. This included some structural and regular mechanisms, e.g. Cyprus’s
National Youth Strategy, the Danish Parliamentary Ombudsman®®® and the work of the
Children’s Commissioner in the UK>%°,

Box 8. Case study: Involvement of children in drafting of the Minor Protection Act
in Malta

This mechanism takes the form of a study commissioned by the Office for the
Commissioner for Children. The research adopted a ‘child-centred’ qualitative methodology
to understand the perceived experiences of fostered children in Malta. Children who were
either in care or had previously experienced care proceedings in Malta were interviewed
in order to understand their experiences of the Maltese system. In light of the study, the
Commissioner for Children put forward a chapter of recommendations, the majority of
which were reportedly addressed directly in the Minor Protection (Alternative Care) Act,
therefore informing Maltese law®'°. Adopting such an open interview methodology may be
important when seeking the participation of younger children and identified vulnerable
populations - those who are often the missing but necessary voices in such consultations.

Local level

Our analyses suggest that children’s participation has limited external impact at the
local level. This is despite the fact, as indicated by many children during focus groups,
that participation in public decision-making at the local level was more relatable to them,
and that many of them were more aware of existing local structures and mechanisms of
participation.

The evidence collected during the mapping task and interviews suggests that across
several countries, children were consulted about local issues that were relevant to the life
of children, such as city planning, culture, sports, leisure and recreation. For instance,
children were consulted about the construction of specific facilities in the municipality, e.g.
a city pool and playgrounds at the municipal level in Germany®!! and a library building in
a city in Finland®'2. However, these consultations are rarely binding for the local authority
and other stakeholders. Similarly, the decisions and recommendations made by the
majority of the children’s and youth municipal/community structures - such as the
children’s and youth councils and parliaments - are not binding either. For instance, in
Bulgaria municipal council committees give students the opportunity to present proposals
for the improvement of their cities®!3. However, as highlighted earlier, these proposals
rarely become anything more than just advice or recommendations. They do however allow
children and young people to set the agenda on the matters that affect them.
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The results from focus groups with children suggest that schools are a key point of
reference for children. As the place where children spend a lot of their time, schools play
a key role in how children relate to adults and how included they feel in decision-making.
Also, as suggested by some children participating in focus groups, decision-making in
families also evidently impacts on children’s understanding of participation in other
spheres (especially younger children).

However, overall most children taking part in the focus group across MS reported that they
generally do not feel listened to by local politicians and decision-makers. Most of
them stated that they do not know or have confidence in politicians, and some even
suggested that since they do not have a right to vote, children are not of interest to
politicians. This perhaps helps understand why lowering the voting age was discussed in a
number of the focus groups.

The evidence collected in the mapping task indicates that Ireland is a notable example of
a MS with some impact at the local level.

For instance, Youth Work Ireland, a youth organisation in Ireland comprised of 21 Local
Member Youth Services, integrates participatory practices and structures into its work>4,
Another example is the presence and operation of the local youth councils - Combhairle na
nOg - in every county in Ireland>'>. The Irish youth councils are child-led in the sense that
topics and areas for future action are decided at the Annual General Meeting of each
Combhairli. Some evidence seems to indicate that these structures have impact on policies
and decision-making at the local level in Ireland°'®. Furthermore, participants of
consultations to inform local and national policies often make use of Comhairle na nOg to
recruit children and young people. This local mechanism seems to be a foundation that
facilitates and ensures that other mechanisms at the local and national level in Ireland can
work/have an impact, where possible. However, one interviewee representing a national
authority highlighted that there are still some issues with this structure, e.g. ensuring equal
representation of all children in the councils (see Box 9 and Annex A)>'7,

Box 9. Case study: Local youth councils (Comhairle na nég) in Ireland

Local youth councils - Comhairle na nOg in Irish — were established in 2001 as part of the
Irish National Children’s Strategy 2000. They have been described as ‘a consultative and
participative space’ for children and young people aged 12-18 to provide input into the
decision-making and development of local services and polices in Ireland®'®. Whilst initially
established by the National Children’s Office through local-level initiatives under the City
and County Development Boards, the councils are now overseen and part-funded by the
Department of Children and Youth Affairs>!°,

The longevity of this participation mechanism is underlined by a consistent and clear vision,
supported by robust scientific evidence, such as the Lundy model. Key learning from this
period has been identified, including: (i) the need for an appropriate budget to facilitate the
running of the youth council and consultation activities; and (ii) establishment of bodies or
departments whose function is to enhance children’s participation to bring about culture
change>?°,

Ideal town or country

To better understand what children consider to be enablers of children’s participation at a
local level, children in five of the 10 countries (Bulgaria, Ireland, Malta, the Netherlands
and Portugal) were asked to describe their ideal town or country in terms of relations
between adults and children. All of the participating children emphasised mutual respect
between children and adults along with equality. The importance of creating spaces for
being listened to was also raised by many children (see also Section 4.1), which was
picked up literally by some Maltese children who suggested creating safe spaces for
children and families, including playing fields and recreational hubs for children where
everyone can equally play and interact, including those experiencing poverty, and minority
groups. In these spaces regular discussions could be held with children on how to improve
their localities.
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Children were also asked about ideal mechanisms for them to participate in decision-
making at the municipal and national levels. Some mentioned that the municipality could
send regular questionnaires, organise panel debates or Zoom meetings; invitations from
politicians and decision-makers; online solutions to participate; and via school
representatives. Other suggestions made by children included: setting up regular meetings
with the mayor and experts in the municipality; organising trainings for professional and
personal advancement; setting up a children’s council next to the adult council; setting up
a youth House of Representatives; developing a website on which children can share their
opinions; and setting up a voting system for children in cities. Creating child-friendly cities
and lowering the voting age were mentioned as well.

Some Spanish child participants came up with a proposal for their ideal
mechanism for facilitating participation in decision-making. As suggested by some
children, this mechanism should be based on the following principles:

e spaces and processes adapted to children’s schedules (current times and realities)
to enable children to develop personally and socially;

e the use of accessible and inclusive language;

e balanced horizontal relationships enabling children to express themselves on equal
footing with adult decision-makers, so children feel that they are respected and
recognised as capable stakeholders;

e less ‘red tape’ by reducing the number and complexity of administrative procedures
and processes; and

e Children’s Advisory Council working in partnership with councillors and policy-
makers.

Some Bulgarian participating children also considered the international aspect and
suggested exchanges with counterparts in other cities in the world.

3.6.2 Children’s degree of influence on children’s participation levels and children
themselves

Generally, evidence of the impact of children’s participation mechanisms on the
participating children themselves was not as comprehensive as reporting of the external
impacts (which itself was patchy in certain regions). However, a number of different
impacts were highlighted nonetheless.

First, a number of mechanisms emanating from various international, national and
local contexts involved training and support for participation (see also Section
4.1.5). For instance, children’s parliaments have established activities to provide children
with the knowledge and skills needed for the active inclusion of children in decision-making
processes at the national level. In France, each year the Children’s Parliament (Parlement
des Enfants)>?! structures these activities along a different thematic focus (for example,
gender equality in 2019-2020). Such opportunities allow children to upskill in ways that
may influence future levels of participation, while also providing opportunities to develop
new skills that might be useful for their learning and development more generally. ‘Pajal’>??
projects taking place locally in the Netherlands can serve as another example of activities
involving training. This is a peer-to-peer participatory project in which participating
children have an opportunity to practise research skills, conversation techniques, surveying
and processing data, and where residents/clients of the institute interview one another
about their experiences/ideas for improvements, with this feedback processed into an
implementation plan.

Second, a few examples emerged of participatory processes that incorporate the views
of young children (e.g. up to 6 years old) to inform the policy- and decision-making
process. For instance, in Germany efforts were made to reach out to very young children
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to include them in the decision-making processes (see Box 5 and Annex A)>23, A structural
approach to include very young children has also been adopted at the national level in
Denmark, with the set-up in 2010 of the Danish National Council for Children’s mini child
panel (see Box 1). The panel includes approximately 1,000 children aged 4-7 years, from
about 120 kindergartens around the country. The Mini Child Panel provides unique insights
into opinions, perspectives and experiences of pre-school children. The mechanism is
grounded in a computer programme, where questions are read aloud to children, who listen
and click on images that illustrate possible responses. The questionnaire takes about 10-
15 minutes for the children to complete a maximum of 20 questions, and the quantitative
questionnaire results are complemented by follow-up qualitative interviews with 10-15
children®2*. Some evidence suggests that it is plausible that children who participate in
policy-/decision-making processes earlier in life may be more likely to do so in late
childhood/adolescence, although more research on this topic is needed to verify this
claim®2°, For example, at the municipal level in Spain, the Daily Life (La Vida Cotidiana)>2®
programme aims to gather the views of young children to implement evidence-based
improvement strategies to adjust to the needs of the children (see Box 6).

Third, participatory practices seemingly have a transformative effect on levels of
confidence, empowerment and self-efficacy among those who take part in such
processes’?’. This was something that many interviewees elaborated on°?%. Some
interviewees suggested that participatory processes/structures provided children with a
sense of belonging or identity with a collective group, which in itself was important in
allowing children to value themselves as agents of change in the present (rather
than feeling that they had to wait to fulfil their potential to have any impact as an adult)>?°.
One interviewee from an international organisation working on children’s rights observed
that participatory processes allow children to challenge normative power relations and
tackle key social, political, environmental and cultural issues, e.g. climate change, gender
inequality and gender-based violence®3°,

However, in order for any transformative effect on children to take place, it is important
that children are listened to. For example, during a focus group in Germany, some children
explained that when others did not listen to them, they felt stupid or as if they were talking
to a wall. Many children taking part in focus groups (in particular in Germany, Ireland,
the Netherlands, Slovenia and Spain) commented that when they were listened to, it
made a positive impact on their level of self-confidence. This was most commonly
mentioned in connection with the local structures. Some participating children in Ireland
expressed views that they felt hopeful, happy, motivated, respected and compelled to
speak more when they felt that their opinions mattered to adults. One child taking part in
a focus group in the Netherlands described that they were becoming ‘a bit more assertive’
and they ‘do not take “no” for an answer3!, Another Dutch child added: ‘being heard
motivates you to keep fighting for what you believe is important’ and that ‘when you are
fighting for the climate, or children’s rights, especially if it really matters to you, you don't
stop’>32. This was echoed by some children participating in a focus group in Slovenia saying
that they do not give up. In a focus group in Spain, some participating children explained
that they were familiar with mechanisms to facilitate the translation of proposals to
politicians that allowed children to be heard. However, they believed that there was a lack
of follow-up to proposals, requests and ideas, leaving them feeling ignored. As expressed
by one child:

'We do not have control mechanisms over the people responsible for taking
decisions. There are participation structures, but whether they reach the institutions
depends solely on the will of the responsible persons.”33

Overall, one of the main findings is that participatory practices, processes and
structures seem important in the learning, development and self-efficacy of
children and young people that participate. It is relevant to note that many of these
practices and structures have emanated from the local level, which indicates the
importance of the local level in empowering children and maximising their learning and
development from participatory processes.
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4 Facilitators and barriers to children’s participation

Key findings
Facilitators:

e Article 12 of the UNCRC is a common driver of children’s participation
mechanisms. Activities undertaken by Council of Europe, UNICEF and the EU also
play a major role.

e Many of the offices of the Ombudspersons for Children / Children’s Commissioners
were created as a response to the UNCRC. Some of these offices help drive
children’s participation within countries.

e EU and national-level policies, legislation, strategies and action plans are
important instruments driving children’s participation.

e Other important facilitators include web platforms facilitating generation of ideas
and exchange of views on priorities for action, commitment to children’s
participation from high-ranking decision-making individuals, and children
themselves.

e Provision of education and training for adults and children can support meaningful
participatory processes, as can availability of — and access to — participatory
spaces.

Barriers:

e Linguistic capacities of children (and adults) and a lack of child-friendly versions of
documents act as barriers in broadening access.

e Regulations can limit the influence of some mechanisms, and safeguarding
measures can at times deter or even prevent children from participating
(depending on how they are used).

e Societal views and attitudes about children, their competencies and ability to
participate can be patronising and discourage children from participating.

e Lack of information about opportunities to participate and feedback after
participation can also act as barriers.

e There are still challenges to include vulnerable and disadvantaged children, as
their recruitment usually requires additional resources, but some efforts have
been made to overcome these challenges.

e Covid-19 caused several challenges, but stakeholders worked to address them.

This chapter outlines some of the key facilitators and barriers to effective children’s
participation in political and democratic life. The chapter also provides an overview of the
barriers faced by vulnerable children, as well a suggestion on how inclusion of these
children can be better facilitated. Lastly, the chapter outlines how stakeholders managed
to address some of the challenges to children’s participation posed by the COVID-19
pandemic.

4.1 Facilitators of children’s participation mechanisms in political and democratic
life

The main facilitators or drivers of children’s participation mechanisms could be grouped as
follows: international and EU policies, legislations and programmes; national laws,
governance and bodies; use of digital tools; support from high-ranking decision-makers
dedicated to the cause of children’s participation; training and preparation activities; and
children and young people themselves. These are outlined below.
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4.1.1 International and EU policies, legislation and programmes
International policies, legislations and programmes

Our analysis shows that the UNCRC and its implementation activities (such as state
party reports submitted to the Committee on the Rights of the Child on how a country is
fulfilling its obligation under the UNCRC)>3* was frequently referenced as a ubiquitous
driver across a large majority of the reviewed processes and mechanisms. Article
12 of the UNCRC was often the basis of definition for children’s participation in political and
democratic life at both national and international levels, and its implementation often drove
the development of national laws and governance bodies dedicated to supporting children’s
rights and children’s participation (e.g. Youth Strategy in Germany)®3°. Similarly, in
Hungary, the results of a study ‘How do you see it?’ (Te hogy latod?) informed the country
reporting to the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, and led to an awareness-raising
campaign and several engagements with government representatives and bodies at the
national level>3®,

Box 10 provides a case study outlining the consultation process on the implementation of
the UNCRC in Germany.

Box 10. Case study: Consultation on the UNCRC in Germany

This mechanism was a consultation process on the implementation of the UNCRC in
Germany. The objective of this process was to give children the opportunity to share
their impressions of progress made on the UNCRC implementation. All children living in
Germany were eligible to take part through a variety of methods, such as a nationwide
survey and report writing, organised over the course of one year by a project core team
comprised of both children and adults. The process was initiated by the Network for the
Implementation of the UNCRC: National Coalition Germany®3?. The final report, which
was co-produced by children, was shared with the United Nations Committee on the
Rights of the Child. There was no formal independent evaluation of this mechanism as
there was no dedicated budget for evaluation activities®>3®. However, one interviewee
noted that the project was evaluated by the organisers and the children themselves®3°.
This mechanism can serve to inform other countries on how to run a nationwide
participatory project related to the state party reporting to the UN’s Committee. The
mechanism includes many valuable lessons, for example that is possible to enable
children to play an active part throughout the whole participation cycle, including report
writing.

Many of the Ombudspersons for Children Offices / Children’s Commissioners
were created as a response to the UNCRC>*°, and some of these offices then evolved
into major drivers of children’s participation within particular countries. For instance, in
Ireland, after the ratification of the UNCRC a report on the status of children’s rights
showed poor performance under their obligation under the UNCRC, especially in children’s
participation®*'. This spurred the country to develop and incorporate children’s participation
processes and mechanisms, and the country now has widespread horizontal and vertical
structures for children to participate in Irish political and democratic life, e.g. Tusla - the
Child and Family Agency>*?, the National Youth Parliament>** and national (Combhairle na
nOg National Executive ) and local (Comhairli na nOg) youth councils.

UNICEF has also been a major driver of children’s participation in political and democratic
life, for example via the Child-Friendly Cities Initiative (CFCI) (see Section 2.5.2).
Furthermore, the initiatives undertaken by the Council of Europe, such as the Child
Participation Assessment Tool (CPAT), offers a method to support states in facilitating the
implementation of children’s right to participate (see Section 2.5.1)>%4,

EU policies, legislations and programmes

At the EU level, our analysis indicates several driving forces initiating children’s
participation mechanisms across countries, inter alia the 2011 EU Agenda for the rights of
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the child, which re-enforced the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights>#> and highlighted that
the standards and principles of the UNCRC must continue to guide EU policies and actions
that have an impact on the rights of the child. In addition, the Treaty of Functioning of the
European Union (Article 165 Education, Vocational Training, Youth and Sport) encourages
the participation of young people in democratic life in Europe®4¢. Other initiatives that either
inspired new or supported existing children’s participation mechanisms include the EU
Youth Dialogue, EU Youth Strategy, Erasmus+, Better Internet for Kids, and the Lisbon
Strategy 2000°%’. These initiatives often have broader subject issues but are frequently
the stimulus of children’s participation on a specific topic. Box 11 presents a case study on
the consultation process to inform the EU Youth Strategy.

The ‘Bucharest EU Children’s Declaration on Child Participation in decision-making at
national and EU levels’ adopted at a conference held by the Romanian Presidency of the
Council of the European Union encourages MS to adopt mechanisms to encourage
children’s participation®#, This was further supported by a European Parliament Resolution,
calling onto the European Commission and MS to implemented the Bucharest
Declaration®*°. As explained in Section 2.5.1, children were consulted on the forthcoming
EU Strategy on the rights of the child.

Box 11. Case study: ‘Youth in Europe — what next?’ Consultation to inform the EU
Youth Strategy 2019-2027

The ‘Youth in Europe: What’s Next’ consultation was the 6" cycle (2017-2018) of the
Structured Dialogue on Youth, an 18-month process for youth aged 13 to 30 established
by the European Commission to facilitate a space where young people can interact with
policy-makers from the local to the European level. The mechanism occurs in three
phases: planning for how consultations will run, implementing consultations at national
level, and finally, preparing and submitting recommendations.

The ‘Youth in Europe: What's Next?’ consultation was overseen through the Estonian,
Bulgarian and Austrian presidencies of the EU. These presidencies were responsible for
implementing the dialogue at the EU level, but the consultation processes were managed
and implemented at the national level across all MS. This consultation was used to inform
the Youth Strategy 2019-2027.

The European Youth Goals were included in full as an annex to the European Council’s
Resolution on a framework for European cooperation in the youth field: The European
Union Youth Strategy 2019-2027 (2018/C 456/01)>>°. These goals are now an annex to
the European Youth Strategy, which can serve as a guide for all future activities related to
youth up to 2027°>t. Future EU presidencies are encouraged to make use of these goals to
focus on during their presidency. For example, the 2020 Croatian presidency worked
towards ‘Goal 6: moving rural youth forward’>2. At the time of drafting this report, the
presidency of the Council of the EU consists of Germany, Portugal and Slovenia. Their
programme for their first 18 months included a commitment to ‘promoting youth
participation’>>3,

4.1.2 National laws, policies and dedicated government bodies

The national policies, strategies and/or plans on children and/or youth are in place or
being developed in around two-thirds of MS°>4, Many of these programmatic documents
focus broadly on the rights of the child, including the right to participation. Detailed
information about key documents that guide children’s participation activities in particular
countries is provided in Annex C.

In addition, national-level enquiries on specific topics related to EU legislation or
regulations have also stimulated participation processes. For instance, enquiries into the
health and wellbeing of migrant children in Malta were carried out as a response to Article
14 of the Directive 2013/33/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council providing
that children and asylum seekers share access to the education system of the MS>>>,

Regulations related to the establishment and operation of children’s and youth councils
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The establishment and operation of children’s and youth councils is often
regulated by specific legislation, regulations or policies. These might cover aspects
related to the aims and responsibilities of councils, format and frequency of meetings,
funding structure, connections with other child/youth and adult participatory mechanisms
at all levels, and many more. Overall, the collected evidence indicates that such acts play
a role (to a varying degree) in eight member states, namely Estonia, Finland, Greece, Italy,
Ireland, Hungary, Malta and Romania.

For instance, the 2010 Youth Work Act provided a legal framework for organisation of the
youth councils in Estonia (e.g. children and young people aged 13 to 26 years old can
participate in the local youth council structures), and the 2007 Law on the Youth Councils
defined this structure in Greece (children and young people between the age of 15 to 28
years old are eligible to register to their Local Youth Councils)>>¢. In Finland, the 2015 Local
Government Act stipulated that every municipality in Finland must have a youth council or
equivalent participatory organ for young people>’. Wider regulations, such as the 1997
Law 285 ‘'Provisions for the promotion of rights and opportunities for children and
adolescents’ in Italy and the 2015 Participation Act, the Youth Act and the Social Support
Act in the Netherlands, also define operation of children’s participation mechanisms®°8. In
Hungary, local and national child and youth councils are incorporated in the National Youth
Strategy (2009-2024) and Malta established the Commissioner for Children Act to set up
the Council for Children, which aims to assist and advise the Commissioner in the work
carried out by their Office>>®. In Ireland, child and youth councils were established by the
City and County Development Boards in 2001 as part of the National Children’s Strategy
(2000), to give children and young people a voice in the development of local services and
policies — the councils are recognised as the official structures for the participation of
children and young people in the development of policies and services>®°.

Our analysis also shows that stakeholders at the national and local levels are legally
required in four countries (out of all 27 MS) -Belgium, Luxembourg, Slovenia and Spain
(Catalonia) - and in the UK (Scotland)®! stakeholders are required to consult
representatives of the youth structures. For instance, in Slovenia the Youth Council
Act created an umbrella council to represent interests of and to advocate for young people
and youth organisations at the national level®*®2. In Luxembourg, Article 14 of the Youth
Law of 4 July 2008 (Loi de la jeunesse du 4 juillet 2008) established the National Assembly
of Young People®®3. In Belgium, the 2001 decree on youth work policy helped put children’s
participation at the forefront of democratic life, leading to the establishment of the Flemish
Youth Council®®4, Likewise, Law 14/2010 on the rights and opportunities for childhood and
adolescence in Catalonia facilitated the growth of child and youth councils in this region.
The legal status of these instruments increases their impact, as discussed in Section 3.6.

Even if the national laws state that children need to be consulted, the collected evidence
suggests that national laws introduced requirements to consult children in the decision-
making process in only a small number of Member States (Cyprus, the Netherlands and
Portugal). For instance, in the Netherlands the Jeugdwet (or ‘Youth Law’) of 2014 dictates
that youth should be consulted during the development of youth care policies (the term
youth is applied to children and young people up to 24 years of age in the Netherlands)®®°.
Similarly, in Portugal the law on protection for young people at risk includes children’s
participation as mandatory, and in Cyprus, the National Roma Integration Strategy
necessitates the participation of young Roma citizens in consultations about challenges
facing them and their communities>®®.

Regulations related to the operation of children’s and youth parliaments

The parliaments in Cyprus, Czechia, Hungary, Luxembourg and Portugal are also regulated
by national laws and regulations. Provisions in the laws and regulations may stipulate the
procedure for running the parliament and frequency of convening it, such as in Hungary
where Act CXC of 2011 on National Public Education, EMMI Decree 20/2012 ensures that
the National Student Parliament should be summoned every three years, and that it is
constituted of 220 student-parliament delegates®®’. The details of regulations may also
ensure the inclusivity of children participating in the mechanism, such as is seen in the
inclusion of minorities in the Cyprus Children’s Parliament®®®. The Cyprus Children’s
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Parliament (Kunpiakn MaidoBouAn) is regulated by The Regulation of the Cyprus Children’s
Parliament, which was decided upon unanimously by the Cyprus Children’s Parliament in
2004 and turned into a statute consisting of 16 articles®®®. The article ensures that out of
the 80 voting members of the parliament, there is a quota for the different Cypriot
minorities and a regional distribution of Child Parliamentarians that mirrors the
representation in the National Parliament®’°. Inclusion in legislation can also ensure that
an audience with policy-makers is part of the participation process, as is the case in
Portugal, where it ensures that the recommendations concluded in the Youth Parliament
are communicated to the Assembly of the Republic (although it does not ensure the
recommendations are binding)®7!.

Laws and regulations on youth participatory budgets

Wider regulations include guidelines and laws on the youth participatory budgets at a local
level in municipal councils in Portugal and Slovenia (see Box 12 and Annex A)>’2. The
Municipal Youth Participatory Budget (Orcamento Participativo Jovem Municipal) in
Portugal is a local-level initiative created with the intention of the government to enable
progressive participation of children in national life>”3. It is regulated by the Resolution of
the Council of Ministers, which details the technical principles, methodology and operational
rules>’4. In Slovenia, Participatory Budgeting (Participativni proracun) is only implemented
in a few municipalities and is regulated by local-level regulations. It enables young people
aged 15 and over to decide how to spend part of the municipal budget in their local
communities, e.g. building a playground or purchasing new books>’>. Once the projects
are selected, it is binding for their communities>’®.

Box 12. Case study: Youth Participatory Budget in Portugal

Established in 2017, the Youth Participatory Budget (Orcamento Participativo Jovem or
‘OPJ’) is a process of democratic participation in which children and young people aged
14-30 can propose and decide upon public investment projects, which the authorities
then have the responsibility to implement. This mechanism is open to all children and
young people legally residing in Portugal, and they can take part either by submitting a
proposal for funding or voting on existing proposals. It is overseen by the Ministry of
Education and the Portuguese Institute for Youth and Sport, and is funded by the
Ministry of Finances (following approval from the state budget). The mechanism claims
to be the first national participation budget in the world to specifically target children
and young people®’?. The available sources suggest that this is a long-term process
with strong evidence of changes to policies, procedures and practices, and which
facilitates participation more effectively>’8. This mechanism is an example of children’s
involvement in the design of policy by allowing children and young people to propose
policy ideas, rather than just vote on policy ideas that are preselected by adults®’?. As
such, it can serve as an example of a mechanism that is ‘child-led’.

4.1.3 Use of digital tools

Web platforms facilitate generation of ideas and exchange of views on priorities
for action. Examples of web platforms include the Finnish ‘Ideas by Young People’ website,
the Estonian ‘Pick Up!’ Facebook page, a German online platform that provides tools on
how to facilitate successful children’s participation (‘jugend.beteiligen.jetzt” - ‘youth
participation now’), and the platform ‘Have Your Say!” (‘Kecejme do toho!’) operating in
Czechia®80,

‘Ideas by Young People’ in Finland is a website funded by the Ministry of education and
culture. It acts as a nationwide platform to connect young people to municipalities,
educational institutions, organisations and other decision-makers with the aim of enabling
young people to voice their opinions and ideas, and exerting influence on public and social
affairs®8!. The Estonian ‘Pick Up!’ Facebook page aims to support the implementation of
community ideas from young people. Children and youth aged 7 to 26 years old can
propose and vote for projects that promote active lifestyles for young people, an event,
training, or purchase of equipment. During the second funding period, projects could
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receive a grant up to €1,800°%2, The German web platform ‘jugend.beteiligen.jetzt’
provides tools for those working with digital youth participation, such as municipalities,
youth organisations or political decision-makers. The platform provides digital tools and
methods for participation as well as links to networks, and examples of good digital youth
participation practices®®3. Also in Germany, an online platform in the region of Baden-
Wirttemberg enables young people to express their wishes for city design and to comment
on existing proposals; past ideas have included a trampoline in a city park and a water
dispenser at a skate park>®4. In Czechia, the platform ‘Have Your Say!’ (‘*Kecejme do toho!’)
has been used since 2010-2011 as an overarching platform to enable the exchange of
ideas amongst children and young people (e.g. for national structured dialogue as part of
the EU Structured Dialogue with Youth)>®>. It facilitated children in selecting topics for
discussion during events and for capture in web surveys, to participate in the surveys,
discussions, and workshops, to have live discussions with experts and policy practitioners,
and to disseminate this information to decision-makers~8°,

Noted during the study’s validation workshop that took place with policy-makers,
academics and practitioners to confirm findings was that attending stakeholders mentioned
that a key enabling factor of ensuring that digital use facilitates children’s
participation is that children have the right skills to engage virtually®®’. At the
same time, this is also the case for adult facilitators, as different skills are needed
for facilitating participation via digital means than face-to-face>%8.

The case study research also revealed some important considerations regarding the
additional use of digital media to facilitate participation. In the example of the
Children’s Parliament in France, one interviewee suggested that the mechanism could be
improved by engaging digital technologies to encourage different ways of submitting
proposals®®®. The ‘Youth in Europe - what next’ consultation on the EU Youth Strategy also
embraced digital technologies by using web-streaming, introducing start-up solutions for
communications, and hosting a presentation from an 11-year-old who created a YouTube
channel to teach maths to other children®®®. In the case of the Children and youth
participation, Model Herrenberg mechanism, an external agency was used to moderate the
online platform, which is part of the city-wide participation model>°!. At €6,000 per year,
this external moderation does represent a cost. However, this helps contribute to ensuring
that the space is used in a safe manner. The Herrenberg participation model further uses
YouTube videos - which are produced by young people - to explain what child and youth
participation means, how it works, and what opportunities for child and youth participation
exist in Herrenberg®®2. These examples illustrate how digital tools can be used to help
facilitate children’s participation, at least for those children who have access to technology
and have the skills to participate via these channels.

The use of digital tools and their advantages and disadvantages (see Section 4.2) received
increased attention during the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. During this time, many
children were confined to their homes for long periods of time, leading to multiple
challenges®?3. But the interview data also revealed many creative ways in which COVID-
related barriers had been overcome. Many interviewees noted that they had moved
participatory meetings, processes, studies and other practices online to maintain them?4,
For example, in the international context, group meetings involving children that were
typically taking place in person were adapted and moved online within a week of the
lockdown being imposed®®>. One interviewee from an international organisation noted that
activity on their website had increased noticeably since the lockdown>?¢. Some children in
focus groups, e.g. in Ireland, also noted that there were more regular (online) meetings,
which made it easier for children to participate in them and progress with activities.

An additional problem was that during lockdown, the children of prisoners were cut off
from seeing their parents. As reported by an international-level interviewee, in Croatia,
UNICEF responded to this curtailing of child rights by funding hardware for children at
home to speak to their parent, who logged on from the prison, while in Italy a video link
was set up at the child’s home, with a built-in safeguarding mechanism of a professional
in a third location who was sitting in on the meeting>®”.
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Another international interviewee mentioned online peer-to-peer support and a community
radio as means to reach isolated children during the pandemic®®®. Several interviewees
(representing international, EU and national stakeholders) mentioned ongoing surveys and
studies to collect data from children about their experiences during COVID-19°%°, One of
these surveys was published in Braille to include children with sight disabilities®. A
national authority stakeholder mentioned hosting a webinar to discuss COVID issues in
which four children took part®°!. Portugal’s special Young Mayor mechanism connected with
children via zoom to share experiences of the pandemic®®?. Furthermore, in Malta a webinar
was held in which children were able to speak about the consequences of the lockdown on
their lives, which included a lack of social interaction with friends, and the challenging
home environments that they were immersed in®°3. This illustrates how rapidly some
organisations responded to the changing circumstances to continue to enable participation
during the COVID-19 crisis.

In addition, an EU stakeholder discussed how one of their participation groups created and
delivered an arts pack during lockdown, which the children used to complete online
activities together®®4. This interviewee also mentioned ‘The Students Safeguarding Group’,
whereby students started a campaign to enable children (particularly those experiencing
domestic abuse) to reach out if they needed help. The children came up with a
codeword/phrase to let youth workers know that they need support®®>. Special COVID-19
press conferences for children also took place in Estonia, Finland and in the Netherlands®°¢,

The main sentiment echoed by many interviewees was that digital technologies could be
mobilised far more effectively to enable children’s participation during the COVID-19 crisis
and beyond. Many interviewees highlighted that their organisation had begun to use online
tools and platforms for participation, and suggested that this would be a practice that would
be continued in the long-term future®’. However, some interviewees cautioned that it
should not be assumed that children have equitable access to the internet and
therefore, to having a voice (see Section 4.2.6)°608,

4.1.4 Support from high-ranking decision-makers

According to a number of interviewees, certain government officials and individual
civil servants have been instrumental in driving children’s participation,
especially as a consequence of having political power while being personally
passionate about children’s participation. In many cases, according to these
interviewees, individual commitment to the cause of children’s participation has continued
even after the person’s departure from office®?. For instance, the former president of Malta
has been considered by some interviewees as a significant driver of including children in
political and democratic life, later establishing the President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing
of Society, which continues to ensure children’s participation in Malta®'°. In Belgium, the
Youth Pact 2020 of the Flemish Government (Jongerenpact 2020 van de Vlaamse
Regering), a binding mechanism that sees Belgian youth’s concerns being taken up by
government, has also been developed due to the drive of dedicated policy-makers®!t, One
EU-level interviewee discussed the Child-Friendly Cities Initiative and recounted how the
leader of a government unit tasked with making a city child-friendly really drove the
process, creating a clear vision, instilling his team with the same vision, getting training
for staff and inviting external evaluation; the spirit of his vision remains in the workplace
even after his departure from the role®'?. A national expert in Germany discussing the
situation in their own municipality also stated ‘on the individual level, if there [are]
politicians who are motivated to work on this topic, there’s a big effect on the local level.’13
As summed up by one child taking part in a focus group in Ireland:

‘I feel it depends on the individual politician, they are very into children’s rights and
advocating or they’re, just like, not at all.’®'*

While the commitment of individuals to children’s participation is commendable and
welcomed, there is also the risk of children’s participation losing its influence should the
individual leave. An interviewee from Ireland also noted that being dependent on
individuals can be a barrier to promoting children’s rights, including participation®>,
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Embedding children’s participation firmly into existing structures would be preferable to
ensure its continuous presence.

4.1.5 Training and preparation

For both participating children and facilitating adults, training and preparation can help
facilitate children’s participation. In terms of training adults, international and European
children’s rights organisations developed several training guidelines and codes of conduct
related to participation. For instance, Save the Children has published several resource
guides and practice standards to support managers and field staff in applying meaningful
and safe participation, as well as a toolkit for monitoring and evaluating children’s
participation®16. At the national and local level, a local authority in the UK trained councillors
in implementing a vision of creating a child-friendly city®!’, while an NGO created an
awareness campaign to train professionals in this manner®'®, There does, however, seem
to be a lack of adult training in facilitating children’s participation at national and
local levels, which might contribute to some adult stakeholders not fully
understanding children’s rights in practice.

Children’s participation is often facilitated and encouraged via various forms of
training activities and training material available to children and young people®'°.
For example, national participation officers in the European Network of Young Advisors
(ENYA) help children understand their rights as well as providing training around the
logistics of a mechanism, e.g. how to run a meeting (see

Box 3)%2°, Similarly, a local authority in Germany trains children in public speaking ahead
of a parliamentary session®?!,

Some evidence suggests that an efficient way of providing training to children is a ‘learning
by doing” approach - providing children with opportunities to learn by being practically
involved in a particular activity. This ‘learning by doing’ approach featured prominently
in the examples given by children in focus groups. As noted by a Spanish child, 'Participate
and you learn by participating’®??. This way, as children gain experience of participating in
decision-making and sharing their views, they develop skills and increased understanding
of participation, which allows them to get further involved in decision-making. Indeed,
according to a number of focus group consultations with children (in Germany, Ireland, the
Netherlands and Slovenia), taking part in participation processes and receiving
positive feedback appeared to positively reinforce in children the belief that their views
matter and should be taken into account in decision-making. Illustrating the effect of these
positive experiences, in Slovenia one child participant commented that when decision-
makers and adults ‘listen to what [children] have to say, they feel heard and seen.’

Another concrete example of such ‘learning by doing’ activity was provided by one
interviewee. To provide a specific example of the type of training provided to children,
a moot court was held to trial the Belgian state on child detention, and invited children to
form a jury. The court spent a long time preparing the children, explaining to them what
it meant to be a migrant, a judge and to be in detention. The format of the training took
place through games and activities, as well as meetings with judges and the president of
the constitutional court®?3. The success of this mechanism conveys the impact of
facilitating children’s participation training in a child-friendly manner rather than
placing young people in adult settings and situations, which may be intimidating.

The evidence from the focus groups with children reveals that support during
participation is very important for children. Some children taking part in focus groups
reported that support for children’s participation in political and democratic life at
local level primarily came from civil society organisations. For instance, some
children participants in Spain mentioned that ‘organisations are important allies’ and
‘intermediaries’ between young people and public administration. This is because they
facilitate access to (political) channels and support the processing of requests from young
people. In Germany and Bulgaria meanwhile, several children participating in focus groups
who are also involved in local youth councils believe that these structures are highly
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supportive for them to participate. Some consulted children from Germany mentioned that
they were also supported by other children. Overall, it was asserted by a number of focus
group participants that participating in decision-making as part of a group of likeminded
peers was motivating and gave greater ‘weight’ to their views and ideas.

Some children reported that they prefer to have someone to guide them through
participation processes as opposed to doing it completely alone. Views on who
should provide this support varied, but it was generally agreed that they should have
expert knowledge of working directly with young people and also ideally be a ‘trusted’
person. This person could either be a peer or an adult, including professionals working with
children. Several children also mentioned the important role of parents/guardians in
supporting and facilitating children’s participation in political and democratic life. For
instance, children who were active in the local youth parliament and the national council
in Bulgaria saw parents as important supporters for children’s participation.

Several interviewees representing EU, national and local public authorities acknowledged
that, in order to conduct meaningful children’s participation, they collaborate with a variety
of organisations working with children®24. While involving people with expertise in children’s
issues can be beneficial, there is a need that all relevant stakeholders have the
knowledge and skills on how to engage with children®?>.

However, a few interviewees also thought that there is also a need to build awareness
among children themselves of their rights to participate®?®. Some countries include
education on citizenship and participation in their national school curriculum, such as the
Education on Active Citizenship and Participation in Slovenia®’. Through school, children
are taught children’s rights during the 4t and 5% grades, and in the 7t" and 8t grades they
learn about the importance of active citizenship and participation®?®, The inclusion in
curricula is important since lack of awareness or poor information about available options
to participate can limit children’s participatory behaviour®?®. In an evaluation of this
citizenship and participation education, some children from these classes stated they found
the classes and teaching methods engaging. Yet, the children who said they had difficulty
in understanding the lectures were mostly from underprivileged or migrant background®3°,

Data from the children’s focus groups also show that training and preparations are
important to help ‘level the playing field” and make sure that all children can participate
equally. For example, one child participating in a consultation in Slovenia observed that
decision-makers give preference to ‘those [children] who are more capable as they are
easier to work with’31, They noted that this can lead to some perspectives being excluded.
It was also highlighted in the focus group in the Netherlands that it can be difficult for
younger children to be involved in decision-making, with one child noting ‘an 8-year old is
taken less seriously than a 16-year old."®3?

4.1.6 Ways to facilitate the inclusion of vulnerable children

The data suggest that some stakeholders are aware of the insufficient inclusion of
vulnerable and disadvantaged children, and make targeted efforts to include these
children, e.g. those in alternative care, children from rural areas, children of low socio-
economic background, asylum-seekers). Yet several countries still struggle to have
representation that reflects national demographics in the mainstream mechanisms, such
as youth parliaments or youth councils. This can also be due to distance and the need to
travel, which can hinder children’s involvement®33. As some interviewees suggested, the
need to travel to attend council meetings, even in the child’s own municipality, is a privilege
that only some children (whose parents can afford the time to take them) can enjoy®34.

An interesting counterexample to this is the Cyprus Children’s Parliament, which has a
quota for each ethnic group so that the composition of the children’s parliament reflects
that of the population®3>. Likewise, in Denmark National Council for Children’s Expert
Groups targets populations belonging to the 5-15% most marginalised/at risk children and
young people in Denmark, e.g. children of incarcerated parents, from families in poverty,
or children with mental health challenges®3®.
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At the EU level, in 2012 DG JUST commissioned various child-led research projects that
paid special attention to working with children ‘in situations of vulnerability’. To reach out
to these children, their partners approached organisations working with children from a
variety of backgrounds, such as migrants, asylum-seekers or refugees (Yohri, the
Netherlands, Somali Development Group, UK, and Roots, Greece); those living in foster or
residential care (SOS Children’s Villages, Croatia and Poland); children experiencing mental
health issues (Off the Record, UK); young carers (Black Young Carers, UK); and children
from different areas of the country (Greek Children’s Ombudsman, Croatian Children’s
Ombudsperson, and SOS Children’s Villages in Croatia and Poland)®3’. In the Netherlands,
children were included in subject-specific initiatives (for instance audits on care
facilities)®38. This reflects the importance of building relationships with specialised
children’s organisations in order to reach vulnerable or disadvantaged groups.

4.1.7 Children and young people themselves

In some cases, children might have initiated mechanisms themselves, making
them a key facilitator. However, as already indicated earlier in this report, our analysis
shows that very few major children’s participation mechanisms identified in this study have
been child-initiated. Notable exceptions include the ‘Fridays for Future’ movement, which
is a global child-initiated movement that aims to involve children and young people in
political decisions about the environment®3°, Other child-initiated mechanisms focused on
issues related to education and included national student unions that were created by
students themselves, such as secondary school student unions in Slovakia, the National
Action Committee of Students in the Netherlands and the Association of the School
Students from Constanta®?. This latter example began with a group in one locality lobbying
for education policy changes, but was then replicated in other localities. Hungary’s ADOM
student movement, Movement for Alternative Student-centric Education (ADOM
didkmozgalom, Alternativ Didkkdzpontu Oktatasért Mogalom) is also child-initiated: it is a
self-organised network of students that aims to promote democracy and students’ rights
that organises student demonstrations and raises youth voices in the media®4!.

Although the Children’s Parliament in Cyprus was not child-initiated, the official regulations
that govern its operations were child-initiated. They were the result of one of the Children’s
Parliament sittings, when a statute on regulations was unanimously agreed to by the Child
Parliamentarians®#?. The international Annual Forum of the international NGO ‘Initiatives
of Change’ is co-designed and co-delivered by children and adults with an agenda created
by a core team of 20-25 people®*3,

During the validation workshop, it was noted that children can also perform an important
facilitating role by inviting other children to participate in an opportunity they are
already participating in themselves®**. This observation was also noted by a child from
Spain who shared their experience of encouraging other children to become active:

‘I've recommended the Child and Youth Council to several friends and [my] sisters
because I think it’s a place where you can feel involved in policy.’®4>

4.1.8 Availability of and access to participatory spaces

Another important facilitator of participation highlighted through the focus groups with
children related to the nature and type of participatory spaces. For instance, some
children in Spain noted that participatory spaces that have been running for a long time
have more direct access to public representatives, making it easier for children to share
their views directly with decision-makers.

Children’s knowledge of or access to relevant and understandable information
about existing participatory spaces and opportunities to participate in structures
and mechanisms was also considered an important facilitator of children’s participation in
political and democratic life. For example, one Finnish child commented:
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‘When you know how to find [the] right places and have courage to do so, you may
get real nice opportunities to be heard - like this one. It's somehow really cool and
encourages you to participate when you see and feel that, us, young people are
genuinely listened to and our things matter. 646

4.2 Barriers to children’s participation mechanisms in political and democratic life

While many stakeholders recognise the benefits of children’s participation, it has also been
noted that applying the principle in practice can be challenging®’. This research has
identified several obstacles to children’s participation in political and democratic life.

4.2.1 Lack of accessible language

Firstly, the linguistic capacities of children (and adults) were identified by some EU
stakeholders as a barrier to access. EU stakeholders shared observations that children are
typically required to speak French or English at the international and European-level
initiatives®#®, In addition, as observed by some international and European-level
interviewees, the inclusion of children from diverse linguistic backgrounds was also limited
if documents were not translated into national languages or meetings with children were
not facilitated by the use of interpreters®. At the national level, language was also a
barrier for migrant children who did not speak the official language of a particular
country®°,

The issue of language was also brought up during the children’s focus groups. Some
children mentioned that the political language and decision-making processes used by
adults can be difficult for children to understand. One Bulgarian child commented:

‘We do not understand the language the adults speak and we cannot pitch the
idea...their talks and meetings are so boring."®>!

This view was shared by a few children in focus groups in Bulgaria, Germany and Spain.
One international interviewee noted that there is a need for documents in accessible and
inclusive language, away from technicalities and jargon, e.g. by creating ‘child-friendly’
versions of international instruments®32,

4.2.2 Complex bureaucracies

Several interviewees shared views that the lack of coordination between government
departments, the competition for resources, and the lack of autonomy at local
levels for municipalities can also act as a barrier®3. Many interviewees from across all
stakeholder groups also mentioned slow bureaucracy, for example children’s rights
legislation or strategies that were drafted years ago but are still in the pipeline to become
law or national policies®>.

4.2.3 Adult attitudes towards children

Many interviewees mentioned attitudes and perceptions about children and their
place in society as a key barrier to children’s participation. The societal attitudes of
not seeing children as competent social actors who can contribute to decisions in
a meaningful way is still common. Furthermore, several interviewees noted that
condescending attitudes towards children persist, such that they are still talked down
to when expressing an opinion®>. This might also be an issue to keep in mind when
involving adults to act as supporters during consultations. Adult facilitators could also prove
a challenge to adequate and meaningful participation due to their own opinion bias and/or
inability to view children as competent participants®°°,

Some children taking part in the focus groups believed adults often do not trust children
to participate, believe they are too young or do not have the capacity and knowledge to
participate. As expressed by one child from the Netherlands:
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‘I am only 13 years old and since I am so young it would be special if I could share
my opinion about something so big."®>”

During focus groups in Slovenia and Germany, some children reported that they are often
not taken seriously or viewed as active members of society by adults and they are instead
seen as ‘only children’. Some children participating in consultations in Malta believed that
adults in power take decisions about children’s rights without giving anyone else the chance
to speak. Among the Finnish children consulted, some had experiences and examples of
having been belittled or even insulted by adults because of being active or voicing their
opinions. This was also mentioned by some children during consultations in the Netherlands
in relation to adults making jokes about Greta Thunberg and the Fridays for Future
movement. During the focus groups conducted with children from vulnerable backgrounds
in Bulgaria and Malta, some children noted that although adults can be important
supporters for children’s participation, some children felt that their opinions were not
heard at home / by parents.

One interviewee also suggested that adult attitudes towards children can play a role in
deciding which child is competent enough to participate®>8. They said that this is because
the UNCRC does not really address age other than stating that children’s views should be
‘given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child’®>°. The question is
how ‘maturity’ is assessed and what role adults’ attitudes towards children can play in this
assessment.

The failure to view children as capable actors in their own right can also contribute to
children’s participation being more of a tokenistic exercise, rather than a
meaningful engagement. For example, many stakeholders from EU and international
institutions mentioned that children are sometimes used tokenistically for public relations
purposes or to ‘put on a show’ of caring about child rights to maintain a favourable public
image®0, It seems that on occasion the children themselves were aware of this issue. One
national-level interviewee recalled talking to a group of children who were asked to attend
a meeting with their local authority. The children accused the mayor of staging a photo
opportunity rather than taking their concerns seriously, as he posted pictures of the
meeting on his Instagram page afterwards®®!. Some interviewees reported that tokenism
in children’s participation mechanisms can also be due to the fact decision-makers still
do not fully recognise the importance of children’s rights, and within that, the right
to participation®%?, Furthermore, decision-makers may not know how to engage children
in all stages of policy-making, on matters which affect them®®3, This lack of understanding
can also prevent meaningful children’s participation from taking place.

A example of changing societal and individual attitudes towards children was ‘Turning
Words Into Action®* a mechanism that took place in Bulgaria, Czechia and Serbia. The
mechanism - which ran over two years - brought together stakeholders and
children/young people with intellectual disabilities and their families to convene on
approaching the health and lives of these children/young people. As reported, the
mechanism was found to result in a noticeable changes in parents’ and carers’ behaviours
and attitudes, thus it showcased the potential for children’s participation to have impact
(see Box 13 below®63),

Box 13. Case study: Turning Words into Action

The Turning Words into Action mechanism brought together stakeholders (such as adult
self-advocates®®®, expert mentors and academics) and children and young people with
intellectual disabilities, including those from both families and institutions, from across
Serbia, Bulgaria and Czechia. The purpose was to provide training and support related
to children’s health and wider needs, and it entailed the planning, design and
implementation of a series of activities and events that took place over 21 months
between 2011 and 2013. This mechanism also examined the practical ways of
implementing the WHO'’s Europe Declaration ‘Better Health, Better Lives’ (BHBL) for
children and young people with intellectual disabilities®®”.
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Turning Words into Action has facilitated the creation of child-led offshoot events and
initiatives. It was run by the NGO Lumos, along with partners in each project country,
and was fully endorsed and funded by the European Commission®8, In order to evaluate
this mechanism, Lumos developed a self-evaluation toolkit that was used in all
participating countries to measure changes in knowledge, attitudes and practice.
According to Lumos’ report, the mechanism led to improvements at the individual child
level in terms of children’s ability to communicate and improve their self-esteem levels,
and at societal level in changing public perceptions towards disability®®°.

4.2.4 Lack of information on opportunities for participation and follow-up after
participation

Insufficient sharing of information about opportunities for participation can also
represent a barrier to children’s participation. According to the data from focus groups, this
was considered to be a particular barrier for children from poorer areas, remote areas and
from vulnerable backgrounds. One child during a focus group in Cyprus shared an
observation:

‘Mechanisms do exist, but they are not widespread. They must also be increased in
number and power, and the children must be better informed for their existence
and actions. 70

Lack of information about children’s participation in political and democratic life
at EU level was also noted by a number of children. During one consultation in Spain
children were not able to find clear and accessible information when running a search on
the internet during the session. Some children also felt that this lack of information
discouraged children to participate in decision-making. One child participating in a focus
group in Germany felt that many children often do not know who to turn to about
participation®’!. Thus, there is a need for adults to more proactively approach children.

Another barrier identified by one national-level interviewee is that the tangible results
of children’s participation are not being communicated, which may be ‘discouraging
or harmful to children’®’2. Similarly, another interviewee indicated the need to ‘manage
expectations’ around the potential impact of children’s participation, and to set realistic
expectations®’3.

From the children’s perspective, as reported by some children taking part in the focus
groups, a lack of feedback and follow-up after they participated in decision-making
processes was a major barrier. This results in many children feeling disappointed and
developing a lack of confidence in authorities, who may albeit be willing to listen but
not to implement children’s contributions. This loss of faith in the power of their voices,
and a sense that their views make no difference was illustrated by two Spanish children:

‘I don't think most of the advice will be heard. High-ranking and even low-ranking
politicians don't listen to us. Nothing we've proposed has been implemented during
the pandemic, except close parks and go outside in summer during the hottest part
of the day.’®”*

‘They have listened to us, but then they have made the decisions that they have
wanted."®”>

Not being listened to, as expressed by children taking part in focus groups, reportedly led
to disappointment, anger, frustration, feeling sad and pessimistic and ignored. Some
participating children sometimes felt defeated or rebellious as a result, whilst others felt
apathetic or that the problems were too big for them to tackle. For some children however,
not being listened to motivated them to keep persevering. One child in the Slovenian
consultation commented:
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‘Many children are not motivated because they are not listened to and they give up
despite the fact that they could find new alternatives that could be much more
effective.’®”°

Indeed, some children were keen to keep on having their voice heard, and reflected on
how they could do better next time.

4.2.5 Lack of resources to include vulnerable children

In a broad sense, the evidence suggests that vulnerable or disadvantaged children
are underrepresented in the mainstream children’s participation projects. This
underrepresentation of these groups of children often results from insufficient
targeted efforts to include them. For instance, while several countries have covered
the topic of migrant children or migrant rights across various mechanisms
(EU/international®’’, Denmark®”® and Malta®’?), our analysis indicates that there is little
evidence that such children are routinely included in children’s participation mechanisms.
In addition, some interviewees (representing national authorities and an international
organisation) revealed the challenge of engaging children with severe mental or physical
disability in participation mechanisms, particularly if the child is non-verbal or does not
comprehend the questions or topics under discussion®89, Student councils in particular were
highlighted by one international interviewee as an example of unequal representation, in
which (according to the interviewee) many disadvantaged pupils feel like their voices are
not being heard®®!.

Overall, most children participating in focus groups felt that all children should have
equal opportunities to participate, which was also one of the outcomes when children
described their ideal cities (see Section 3.6) and ideal ways to participate. Only one child
in Germany felt there are more opportunities for children from marginalised
backgrounds.

Several children participating in focus groups in a number of countries noted the particular
difficulty to involve children from vulnerable backgrounds in political and democratic
life. In addition, children involved in existing mechanisms such as children’s councils and
parliaments noted that participation in these mechanisms is often limited to more
privileged children, and they would like more children from vulnerable backgrounds to
be involved. Some participating children in Spain were very concerned about
discrimination, including social class, gender and age as barriers to participation.
Illustrating this, one child noted:

‘People with different abilities do not like to participate, they have stage fright. They
don't like talking to people, they are shy.’682

During focus groups in Malta, many children from vulnerable backgrounds focused more
on their basic needs (provisional rights). Consulted children living in a corrective
juvenile justice facility discussed being uprooted and trying to find their way in new living
conditions. For them, children’s participation came secondary:

‘These children yearn to be part of a normative community, with a desire for
stability, status and identity, surrounded by people they love and objects they own
and care for. For these children it may be that having a voice means first having
your basic needs met. Without them, they might feel as though they might not even
qualify to have a voice.'®%3

One case-study interview on the consultation on the UNCRC in Germany (see Box 10)
provided insight into the challenges associated with the lack of resources to include
vulnerable children®84, Despite children having access to an extensive network of NGOs,
children participate in these networks on a voluntary basis, and this made it difficult to
participate for less privileged children. For example, no organisation in the network that
this interviewee was working within had access to children from low-income families®®.
The interviewee felt that more resources would have been needed to make additional
efforts to recruit children who are not already part of organisations®®®. The interviewee also
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noted a lack of experience in targeting children affected by poverty®®’. Even if the
interviewee would like to change this in future mechanisms, it would require dedicated
funding and expertise®®8. This observation was echoed by another interviewee who
reported that the main obstacle to including all children is the fact that recruiting children
who are not yet active - who are usually from less privileged backgrounds - requires
additional efforts and resources®8?,

As stated by the interviewee:

'[...] there are commonly not enough resources to reach all children. With the
resources that are available, you commonly reach the children and youth who can
be reached rather easily. For example, you might put up a leaflet in a school saying
‘Participate!’ [...] And then there are many who say: well, I am not interested. Then
there are others who say: I know what this is. I have familiarity with this. For
example, because it is something that has been discussed at home. I will go and
participate. [...] Any children who are not reached by this method, means more
effort [...] for example like: hey, have you seen this? We would like to talk to you
about [...]. I will have to talk to the children and make clear that: I want to hear
your opinion. You are competent. We won't ask too much of you. It is just so that
you can share your ideas. It needs more educational resources than just putting up
a leaflet [...] [and] there often are not enough resources to make these extra efforts.
I would say this is a key barrier [to facilitating inclusion of all children]."®%°

4.2.6 Digital inequalities

While the use of digital tools can help facilitate participation, it is important to keep in mind
that many children face barriers to participate online. These barriers were particularly
highlighted during the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. The impact of the pandemic exposed
the digital inequalities between children of different socio-economic
backgrounds. Not having digital skills, a stable internet connection or a digital device can
hinder the inclusion of child stakeholders from underprivileged backgrounds®®!. Digital
inequalities were reported by several children themselves during the focus groups in
Cyprus, Portugal, Slovenia and Spain. A number of interviewees from international
organisations and member states mentioned that for children without access to the
internet, the impact of COVID-19 has been detrimental in terms of social isolation,
loneliness, mental health issues and learning and development®®2. However, interviewees
also tended to mention that things were beginning to be put in place to counter these
effects. For example, one interviewee from a local organisation in the Netherlands
mentioned that 500 laptops were provided to children without access to the internet®3,

Yet, even when children are able to participate in mechanisms virtually, there remains a
struggle to create bonds between groups online — both with each other and with adults.

One international stakeholder suggested that having partners at local and national levels
would be effective in ensuring sustainable relationships with children®4. Furthermore,
some children felt unsafe to participate and discuss certain topics at home, for example
one LGBTQI+ child was not able to participate in the online focus group, since they could
not safely talk about LGBTIQ+ issues at home. Also, concerns around children’s online
safety mean that many online platforms prohibit the participation of children under the age
of 13. Accordingly, the ability of younger children to participate via online tools is limited®°>.

4.2.7 COVID-19-specific barriers

As expressed by a number of interviewees, many participatory processes and
activities across international, national and local levels have been dramatically
interrupted by the COVID-19 crisis, with many participatory events, processes and
studies being disrupted, postponed or even cancelled®®. It has also created difficulties in
engaging children in participatory practices remotely (via online tools) (see Section 4.2.6),
whilst the use of masks as well as social distancing were reported to have made it difficult
to see non-verbal facial expressions during focus groups with children (e.g. Malta). A few
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interviewees also suggested that participation had slipped off the political and public
agenda since the crisis began®®’. This was also confirmed by the participating children
themselves, some of whom reported that many processes that were in progress before the
start of the pandemic were put on hold, or in some cases cancelled.

Across focus groups, some children also mentioned that the COVID-19 pandemic had
negative effects in terms of increased poverty resulting in serious financial problems, lower
self-esteem and becoming sadder. Furthermore, according to some children consulted in
Spain, confinement alienated young people from their reality and thus limited
their ability to reflect and develop proposals for change. On this one child said:

‘When it came to making proposals, we didn't have much idea of what to say
because as we were stuck at home we did not see what had worsened or what had
improved, the only thing we could see was through the window and that's it.
Furthermore, [we] could not do anything until we were no longer confined.'®%8

Many children taking part in the focus groups across all 10 countries where focus groups
with children were held, stressed that they were not included in decisions related to
Covid-19. For some children (e.g. in Cyprus) therefore the discussion on the COVID-19
pandemic and the impact it had on their lives was considered the most interesting part of
the consultation, because it gave them the opportunity to express their views and feelings
in a way they had not done before. As suggested by one child from Cyprus, the pandemic
has demonstrated that there should always be a plan B, in case something does not work
or go to plan:

‘We were indeed deprived of many things, but we were able to keep in touch. We
were able to continue to participate and be active citizens. I have learnt that things
will not always be as expected, but a lot can be done, and we must learn to
adapt.’®%?

Overall, it can be concluded that the COVID-19 crisis has had a dramatic impact on
children’s participation across Europe. Many participatory processes and practices have
been disrupted, delayed or even cancelled as a result of the outbreak of the virus. However,
the collected evidence has also highlighted a number of promising examples of participation
being facilitated during the lockdown, yet there is emerging evidence about the paucity of
examples of children’s ideas being taken into account in decision-making’?°. Many of these
ideas centred on the mobilisation of digital tools and technologies, and many interviewees
and some children taking part in focus groups argued that this is something that should be
carried forward for participation beyond COVID-19 too.
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5 Lessons learnt and ways to increase participation

Key findings
Lessons learnt:

e The most successful children’s participation mechanisms involve children in all
stages of the policy-making process. However, such approaches are relatively rare
as children’s participation is still often perceived as an add-on rather than an
integral and continuous part of the decision-making process.

e Collective structures (when an individual child represents groups of children) are
important facilitators of children’s participation processes and mechanisms, with
participation often taking place via regular formats. However, it is also crucial to
provide opportunities for individual voices to be heard, and channel child
participation via one-off and project-based mechanisms.

e Information-sharing and provision of training for children and adults are important
facilitators of children’s participatory processes. However, there is little evidence
on which training approaches work best.

e Representativeness and inclusiveness are important policy goals, but full inclusion
of children of all backgrounds and ages is still a challenge, and more resources are
needed to make children’s participation processes and mechanisms a reality.

e Digital tools and communication platforms create multiple opportunities. However,
unequal level of skills and access to digital devices and the internet can deepen
inequalities.

e Research identified that the EU can give visibility to the issue, lead by example by
ensuring implementation of children’s participation mechanisms across all levels,
support exchanging ideas and promising practices. This could include more
targeted efforts to include disadvantaged and vulnerable children in participatory
mechanisms and processes, as well as provision of funds to cover the costs of
children’s participation activities, as participatory processes involving children are
costly. However, difficulties in applying for EU funding, and frustrations with the
short programme lengths, were mentioned on a number of occasions.

The objective of this chapter is to present findings on the lessons learnt and on the
relevance of, and elements for, possible future actions - at EU institutional and Member
State levels - that could shape and encourage children’s participation in political and
democratic life.

5.1 Lessons learnt

The analysis of evidence collected in this study provides us with a better understanding of
key factors that contribute to children’s participation mechanisms being inclusive, impactful
and child-led. This section outlines common features of ‘what works’ in facilitating
children’s participation, and discuses remaining challenges and how they are being
addressed.

5.1.1 Comparison of structures, stakeholders and mechanisms is challenging

Overall, this study collected and analysed over 300 mechanisms facilitating children’s
participation in political and democratic life. These mechanisms were / are being
implemented via a variety of structures and stakeholders. However, making comparisons
between countries and mechanisms was challenging for a number of reasons.

Firstly, the level and breadth of information differed considerably between MS and
levels of analysis (international, EU, national, local). While there is a lot of evidence
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about children’s participation mechanisms, structures and stakeholders in some countries
(e.g. Estonia, Ireland, Malta, Slovenia and the UK), the number of sources (e.g. reports,
academic articles, websites) was more limited in other countries. Similarly, more
information was typically available in the public domain about mechanisms and structures
operating at the international, European and national levels then those at the regional and
local levels.

Secondly, while information about permanent, well-established structures is
typically available in the public domain, it is more challenging to identify less
regular and one-off mechanisms and initiatives. This unequal level of information
about how mechanisms operate and how structures and stakeholders work presented
challenges for systematic assessment. Typically, evidence was available about the overall
aims and objectives of particular mechanisms and structures, their key characteristics,
groups of children involved, and when and how often children participated. However, less
detailed information was typically available about the content and format of children’s
participation (details of how exactly children’s participation was/is facilitated) and degree
of influence (e.g. implementation of monitoring and evaluation activities, impact of
children’s participation).

In addition, inter-country and, to a lesser degree, intra-country comparisons are a
challenge. This is because the roles and responsibilities, the ways of operating,
and the political relationship between adults and children facilitated via
particular structures and mechanisms are not always clear-cut. On one hand, this
complexity results from multiple structures within one country facilitating similar
mechanisms of children’s participation. This was particularly evident when analysing data
on children’s and youth councils, with multiple structures within particular countries
facilitating similar participatory processes and types of engagement with children. On the
other hand, some structures in different countries with different names (e.g. councils,
parliaments, advisory panels working in the Ombudspersons for Children offices) had ways
of operating that were similar. For instance, while children’s and youth parliaments typically
have an educational role, in some countries (France, Ireland, Slovenia and the UK)
parliaments’ actions have led to tangible policy impacts (see Section 2.3.2). Similarly, even
if children’s voices in the consultations conducted by the Ombudspersons for Children’s
Offices were typically advisory, in some countries (Finland, the Netherlands and Sweden)
the proposals made by children brought legal changes (see Section 3.6.1). Finally, an
overall assessment on whether a particular structure was child-led or not was often
difficult, because some activities could have been entirely child-led while other activities
within the same structure were not.

Therefore, caution must be taken when comparing mechanisms and transferring
lessons. The way mechanisms operate, the roles and responsibilities of children, and the
political and power relationships between children and adult stakeholders seem to be more
important factors to consider than the actual name of a particular mechanism.

5.1.2 Children’s participation is still perceived as an add-on and children are not
routinely involved in all stages of the policy-making cycle

The research evidence suggests that the most successful children’s participation
mechanisms - in terms of being inclusive, impactful and child-led - involve children in
all stages of the policy-making process’’!. Yet, the evidence collected in this study
shows that children’s participation processes and mechanisms in political and democratic
life are still often considered an add-on rather than an integral and fundamental element
of the policy- and decision-making processes. This partly results from societal perceptions
of and attitudes towards children, e.g. adults questioning children’s ability to have - or
capacity to share - informed views, and the value of these views to shape policy decisions.

In addition, inclusion of children in political and democratic life is typically focused on the
initial stage of the policy-making cycle, when children are provided with opportunities to
generate ideas, and share views on the design and planning of policies. Children are also
included (to some extent) in the implementation of the participation mechanisms.
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However, it is still very rare for children to be involved in both the implementation of
policies, and the monitoring and evaluation of polices (and the mechanisms themselves).
This lack of continuity in the inclusion of children means that children’s participation is
often perceived by adult stakeholders as a topic in itself, or as an add-on implemented in
specific activities or at specific stages of decision-making processes. Some children
consulted in the focus groups seemed to be aware of it, and expressed views that this can
contribute to children becoming disengaged.

Furthermore, the research evidence also suggests that the power dynamics between
adult stakeholders and children also affects the impact that children’s
participation can have in political and democratic life’%2, Even when children are able
to initiate participatory action, and generate and share ideas via a range of consultation
formats, children’s views are still mostly considered ‘recommendations’. They are usually
not given equal weight with adult stakeholder preferences, and are not binding. This can
give children the impression that their opinions carry little weight, which can lead to
disengagement.

Regulations and laws requiring policy-makers to consult children can ensure that children’s
views are given due consideration. However, the legal requirements to consult
representatives of children’s/youth structures are only in place in a small number of MS,
and predominantly focus on policies/topics that are considered by adult stakeholders as
relevant to children (e.g. the policies related to the care system provision or protection of
children at risk) (see Section 4.1.2). Nevertheless, there are also examples of mechanisms
in which children and young people acted as experts because of their particular experience
(e.g. being part of the care system, having a migrant background). In some instances the
involvement of children from such vulnerable backgrounds led to a policy change (e.g. in
Malta, Finland and Sweden)”7%3.

Children also value receiving feedback on their suggestions and ideas, and being informed
about policy developments to which they have contributed. The data collected via
interviews indicates that most mechanisms across all levels include some form of feedback,
either formal or informal’®4. Some children participating in focus groups expressed views
that being provided with feedback on the impact of their participation encourages them to
stay involved.

Dedicated funding also raises the profile of children’s participation and ensures continuity
of involvement of particular structures in the decision-making processes. In this respect,
the structures of children’s/youth councils in Finland and Ireland provide examples of how
legal and financial provisions can embed children’s participation in countries’ political and
democratic processes’®>.

5.1.3 Collective voices expressed via established structures seem to carry more
weight, but individual voices and children’s activism are gaining momentum

Across countries and levels, the study has identified several established structures that
facilitate participation of individual children who represent and express voices of larger
groups of children. It seems that the collective voices raised via established
participation channels and falling within the specific policy stages/timeframes
are typically given more consideration by decision-makers. This finding was also
supported by the views of children participating in the focus groups carried out as part of
this study. Many participating children seemed to have greater awareness of permanent
collective participation structures than one-off projects or initiatives, and held a general
perception that collective voices of children carry more weight. Some evidence
questioned the representativeness of these collective structures and it seems that
at least some of the participating children were aware of their privileged status (see also
Section 2.7.4 and 5.1.5).

Typically, mechanisms are initiated by adult stakeholders, with adults responsible for the
design of the participation format and the selection of topics. For instance, the decision to
establish children’s/youth councils acting in an advisory capacity to the government (at
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national and local levels) was initiated by adults, and participating children issue opinions
on topics and policies selected and developed by policy-makers. The council structures of
the child- and youth-focused organisations also engage in adult-initiated policy debates,
but these types of councils also put forward topics for discussions.

Furthermore, there has also been some structured response to gather views of individual
children and involve them in all stages of the decision-making processes. For instance,
online platforms (in Czechia, Estonia, Finland and Germany)’°® facilitate the generation of
children’s ideas, and enable the selection of projects that children consider important.
Similarly, regular surveys run by the Ombudsperson’s Offices in Finland and Sweden, the
child and youth panels at the Danish National Council for Children as well as other regular
debating opportunities (e.g. the Great Priorities Debate in Belgium) facilitate children’s
involvement in the selection of political priorities and actions’®’. Children also come up with
their own ideas and projects to be funded, and select projects and allocate funding to
projects as part of the participatory budget mechanisms in Slovenia and Portugal’®8.

In addition, there is also an increasing mobilisation among individual children and young
people to initiate debates on topics that are important to them. This often takes the format
of individual activism, with children and young people expressing their personal views and
opinions (at least initially, even if over time more permanent and collective structures are
formed). This activism often focuses on topics that are more of a policy priority and urgency
for children than for adult stakeholders (e.g. environment, democratic voting, human
rights, street violence, digitalisation) because children (rather than adults) will bear the
long-term consequences of these decisions (or the lack of decisions on these topics and
policy areas).

From the lessons-learnt perspective, it is important to continue supporting collective
structures to gather children’s views in political and democratic life, but at the
same time, to create opportunities for individual children to express their views
and have their voice heard in topics that affect them.

5.1.4 Provision of information and training to children and adults facilitates
participation, but little evidence exists on what works best

The preparation of children and adults can be an important facilitator of children’s
participatory processes. This can involve the provision of information and knowledge
about democratic processes and structures, as well as practical skills.

For children, civic education classes, awareness-raising and practical activities that prepare
children and youth to participate in democratic processes can provide a better
understanding of political and democratic structures, and how they operate. Children can
also learn about their rights to participate and the benefits of being involved, and gain
practical knowledge about how they can take part in the democratic structures and
processes at their school and/or in their local communities. Children’s preparation also
includes gaining practical skills (e.g. public speaking, preparation for and facilitation of
meetings), often via participating in specific mechanisms and by ‘learning by doing’. As
attested by a number of children participating in the focus groups, being involved in a
participatory activity or process and receiving guidance and feedback can empower
children and positively reinforce the belief of the value of their participation and their views
for the democratic decision-making processes.

For adults, the provision of information about children’s rights and the value of children’s
participation is important in changing attitudes and perceptions towards children’s
involvement in decision-making processes. In addition, adult stakeholders gain the
practical understanding of children’s rights, and how these rights are implemented in the
operation of various structures.

Moreover, adults also play an important role in supporting children in the participatory
processes. As expressed by many children taking part in the focus groups, receiving
support during participation from adult ‘allies” and ‘a trusted person’ facilitated active
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involvement of children. This points to the importance of equipping adults with knowledge,
skills and expertise on how to effectively and efficiently support and guide children, and
facilitate participatory activities and events (e.g. by involving children in the preparation,
implementation and evaluation of activities). In this respect, the available resources (e.g.
training guidelines, codes of conduct, monitoring toolkits, etc.) are helpful tools in
preparing adults for meaningful children’s participation. However, as expressed by a
number of interviewees, it is essential that this knowledge and skills are shared among a
wider range of stakeholders (in particular those with decision-making capacities), not just
members of civil society organisations who work with children.

It is also important to point out that many of the training resources are not
documented and/or available in the public domain, and hardly any training and
preparation approaches have been evaluated. It is, therefore, a challenge to
assess the effectiveness and impact of particular approaches as well as to
replicate them in other contexts.

5.1.5 Ensuring inclusion and representativeness of children of all backgrounds and
ages is still a challenge

The representativeness and inclusion of children of different backgrounds and life
experiences is an important policy goal across many mechanisms and structures.
Several mechanisms operating at national level apply a quota system to ensure that
participants reflect the national demographic composition of the country. There are also
targeted efforts in mainstream mechanisms to recruit a diverse range of children, as well
as a number of mechanisms (at all levels) focused on vulnerable and disadvantaged groups
of children. Aiming to ensure that voices of all children are heard, these developments are
built in close collaboration with specialised organisations that support children.

However, reaching full representation of children is still a challenge across all
levels. As expressed by several interviewees and some children participating in the focus
groups, participants are often recruited from the same pool of high-achieving children, and
this contributes to the inequality of access’®. In addition, there are also inequalities in
children’s participation in terms of the linguistic capabilities of children and adults, and the
(un)availability of material in accessible formats (e.g. materials without political and
technical jargon) and national languages. The collected data also suggest that most
mechanisms are geared towards older children and youth.

The study findings suggest that more effort and resources (human and financial) are
still needed to make mechanisms more inclusive towards all children.

5.1.6 Digitalisation creates opportunities but can also lead to widening inequalities

The emergence of digital tools and communication platforms is one of the factors
contributing to voices of individual children and young people being heard. Digital
media are used to communicate about mechanisms, recruit participants, facilitate
participation (e.g. submit proposals, vote on proposals) and provide feedback. This way,
digital tools can be perceived as contributing to democratisation of children’s participatory
processes.

During the periods of COVID-19 confinement, digital media have been used in many
creative and innovative ways. As attested by a number of interviewees, many of these new
methods of working and communication can be adopted to effectively enable children’s
participation processes in the future’'?, For instance, international-level consultations with
children and young people to understand their views on the COVID-19 outbreak were
conducted via peer-to-peer awareness campaigns on social platforms’!!, and this mode of
working with children could be applied in other contexts to explore a wide range of topics.

However, it is also essential to apply strict safeguarding measures when conducting
children’s consultation activities online. In this respect, proceedings from the Safer Internet
Forum offer insights in how to respond to demands for increased accessibility of
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technological solutions and, at the same time, ensure user safety, in particular for children
and other vulnerable users (e.g. by providing accessible terms and conditions)’!2. In
addition, recommendations from the ‘European Network of Ombudspersons for Children
(ENOC) 23rd Annual Conference on children’s rights in a digital environment’ emphasise
the importance of strengthening the collaboration between ENOC and the European Data
Protection Boards to hold tech companies and national governments to account when
designing online games, social media platforms, educational websites, and streaming
services, to ensure the best interests of children are protected’!3. ENOC’s report also
recommended that European policy-makers should make it mandatory for companies to
have terms and conditions that are accessible, easily read and understood by
people of all ages’'*. In addition to considerations around safeguarding, it is also
important to address the barriers to online participation — both in terms of access and skills
- to ensure that online participation does not deepen the gaps for vulnerable populations.
So long as these barriers remain, it is important to use digital tools primarily to compliment
other forms of participation, rather than replacing them.

In addition, the pandemic has also exposed that digitalisation can deepen inequalities
between children from different socio-economic backgrounds. This is because
children’s opportunities to participate online largely depend on children’s digital skills, and
access to internet and ICT equipment’!>. Therefore, stakeholders considering digitalisation
of children’s participation processes and mechanisms should not assume that all children
enjoy equal access and the same level of digital skills. In addition, digitalisation of
children’s participatory processes also requires that adult facilitators utilise different
skills”1® to build rapport with participants, as well as (in the case of collective participation
mechanisms) to provide sustainable relationships and social interactions between
participants. The safety measures prohibiting online participation of younger children’!”
should also be considered to ensure participation of children under the age of 13.

5.2 Ways to increase child participation at the EU, national and local level

The findings from the interview data reflect the recommendations generated by
a 2012 evaluation on child participation in the EU’'8, Funded by DG JUST, this
evaluation included a child-led research element that issued several recommendations.
One of them suggested that children’s participation should be factored into the design and
implementation as a cross-cutting theme in any future EU initiatives’®. The evaluation
further suggested that future EU-level recommendations or directives should include
information on children’s participation, such as information on what children’s
participation entails and practical guidance on how to involve children’?°. The
evaluation concluded that this could help contribute to fostering a more consistent
understanding of the requirements and characteristics of effective and impactful children’s
participation among stakeholders at various levels’?!. Based on the interviews conducted
during the current study on children’s participation in the EU’s political and democratic life,
it seems that further work in this area is still needed to ensure that the study findings of
the 2012 evaluation - as well as the findings and conclusions of this current study - become
more fully embedded.

The following sections outline the main findings from this current study on possible future
actions at EU, national and local levels to increase overall participation of children in
political and democratic life.

5.2.1 Firmly embedding children’s participation at all levels

Firstly, the interview data highlighted the importance of ensuring that children’s
participation mechanisms are firmly embedded at EU level. As suggested by some
national-level interviewees representing all types of stakeholders, this approach would
ensure that children’s participation becomes a fundamental part of the policy-making
process, and is structurally embedded in all policy areas rather than a topic in itself
or an ‘add-on’. This could also help to send a strong message to MS about the
importance of involving children in the decision-making processes at national and
local levels. This approach would require firmly embedding children’s participation in the
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EU, a long-term plan, and potentially a permanent/standing committee to ensure that
children are systematically involved in decision-making processes at European and national
levels.

The idea of leading by example, as suggested by some interviewees representing
national authorities, should include:

e involving children in planning projects (e.g. adult and children stakeholders jointly
decide on a project’s priorities, implementation strategies, etc.)’??;

e providing opportunities to children to co-create EU policy (e.g. greater
involvement of children in events that focus on issues directly affecting
children)’?; and

e better communication with children on how they can participate and be involved
at European level (e.g. more direct contact with individual children rather than
channelling communication via established children/youth structures)’.

For instance, one interviewee applauded the Bucharest Declaration’?®, but did not feel that
the follow-up activities and impacts were examined and/or communicated sufficiently’26.
Furthermore, the evidence from the mapping task also provides recommendations to
develop training and awareness-raising activities for officials (across EU and national
levels) on children’s rights, including the child’s right to participation’?”. One interviewee
also suggested that children should be involved in drafting tenders, in particular tenders
at the national level related to commissioning children’s services’?8.

However, one interviewee cautioned that stakeholders would also need to make sure that
the participation of children is not ‘tokenistic’, but ‘meaningful’?°. In this respect, the
interviewee suggested that a more meaningful engagement with children could be achieved
by inclusion of a requirement for children’s participation activities/components as part of
EU grant/funding opportunities’3°,

5.2.2 Providing guidance on ethics and safeguarding principles

A few interviewees representing international organisations and bodies also mentioned the
EU’s role in providing guidance on ethics and safeguarding principles, including the
European institutions’ power to enshrine ethical approaches in practices concerning
children,”3! safeguarding policies at MS level’3?, and being ‘a guardian and defender of
human rights’ - including the right of children to participate”33. This could help ensure that
children’s participation is conducted in a safe manner.

5.2.3 Promoting children’s participation

The collected evidence highlights the role of the EU in setting examples and leading
the way in terms of implementing and adhering to standards on children’s
participatory processes and mechanisms. This includes the important role of the EU
in promoting children’s participation and increasing its visibility”34, and the position of the
EU as being a powerful ‘trendsetter’ internationally”3>.

It is noteworthy that several children participating in focus groups were not aware of
existing opportunities to participate in political and democratic life at the EU level (see
Section 2.7.4). However, several children (in Bulgaria, Cyprus and Malta) viewed the EU
as having significant potential in terms of providing opportunities for children to be involved
in decision-making. In addition, some children in Cyprus, Germany and the Netherlands
considered the focus groups themselves to be proof that the EU is increasingly listening to
children and actively seeking out their opinions (see also Section 2.7.4). As expressed by
one child from Germany:

‘We feel that the EU generally does not listen to children. But the fact that we are
doing this study right now means they are changing their minds."’3¢
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5.2.4 The EU as 'regulator’: Can children’s participation be made a requirement?

Interviewees also suggested that the EU should have the ability to fulfil a certain regulatory
and legislative function in relation to children’s participation in political and democratic
life”3”, For instance, one national expert expressed that ‘vou need advocacy, but you also
need laws'73®, This was echoed by two interviewees (one representing a local authority
stakeholder, and the other a representative from a children’s rights organisation) who also
felt that the EU could help by issuing regulations’3® and making children’s participation
mandatory’4%, One interviewee, however, cautioned that a ‘top-down’ approach may be
perceived negatively. But at the same time, a representative of a children’s rights
organisation also acknowledged that EU inaction could result in MS not engaging in
children’s participation if this is left to national governments’4!.

While these are interesting perspectives, it is outside of EU competencies to issue children’s
participation requirements to national or local actors in MS’42, The EU can, however,
promote such participation by facilitating exchanges (as explained in Section 5.2.5) and
deciding the priorities for funding programmes’43, which is discussed in section 5.2.7.

5.2.5 Facilitating knowledge and learning exchanges

Facilitating knowledge and learning exchanges was identified as another area where
the role of the EU as well as national stakeholders could be expanded. A few interviewees
suggested that the EU could better support civil society by enabling exchange and
collaboration between NGOs and civil society organisations across nations’#4,
setting up a database on children’s participation projects and mechanisms across the EU
MS745, and helping to create networks of schools in municipalities’#. Similar actions could
also be facilitated by national-level stakeholders at the MS levels.

Evidence also signalled the need for better collaboration and synergies between local,
national and EU/international actions. In addition, to help foster increased
collaboration between stakeholders at national levels, there were also recommendations
to consider the merits of establishing a national cross-government strategy and/or
action group for children’s participation, with representation from all key ministries’#’.
Further suggestions on how to strengthen collaborations between policy-making levels
were provided by interviewees. For instance, one EU-level interviewee suggested that
children will feel more comfortable speaking at EU level if they have previously had the
chance to experience public speaking at local level’#8, In this respect, another interviewee
representing a local authority suggested that more regular connections and
opportunities for meetings between local and EU politicians and policy-makers
should be created to foster children’s interests in EU-level policy-making and children’s
participation, and called for improved channels of dialogue and communication with
Brussels and Strasburg to strengthen children’s and young people’s interest and
participation in EU elections’4°.

Evidence also suggests that more efforts are required to encourage participation in
elections’>°, According to one national authority representative, this could be achieved by
establishing a European Children’s Parliament as a platform for children to learn about the
democratic processes (e.g. how voting contributes to political decision-making)’>!. In this
respect, evidence from across the EU can serve as examples of how to set up and run a
children’s parliament, or an advisory group at European level. Eurochild’s study also
suggests that children’s advisory groups could be set up for particular enquiries, if setting
up a general children’s parliament or advisory board is not feasible at EU level’>2. This
could, for instance, facilitate the realisation of the Bucharest Declaration, when such
children’s advisory groups work in accordance with good standards for children’s
participation”’>3. The formulation of such advisory group(s) could also be informed by
similar advisory structures operating at the MS level.

As suggested by national- and local-level interviewees (representing all stakeholder
groups), facilitation of learning and monitoring of progress could also be encouraged via
introduction of an EU-wide set of indicators on children’s participation’>*. Such
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indicators would ensure that EU frameworks (existing and new) are strengthened and can
be transformed into national realities’>>, e.g. via the Youth Dialogue’® and Erasmus+
programmes’>’. The monitoring of the implementation of children’s rights and participation
could be further supported by implementing ‘national report cards’ facilitating
benchmarking on how young people’s rights are being realised and adhered to across
policy-making levels’®8. In addition, one interviewee suggested putting necessary
structures in place to make children’s participation a mandatory requirement’>°,

5.2.6 Offering more support to ensure participation of vulnerable children

There is also evidence that further action (at all levels) might be needed in regard to
provision of support to vulnerable children to ensure that they can participate. In this
regard, the evidence focuses both on doing more to protect vulnerable children and
their rights in general, as well as on ensuring the protection and advancement of
their right to participate’®®.

The collected evidence highlights underrepresentation of children in vulnerable situations
in children’s participatory mechanisms at every level: local, national and EU. This results,
on one hand, from their vulnerability (for instance being harder to reach, in disadvantaged
areas, having no internet connection) and insufficient awareness of their rights (which is
also shared by other groups of children), and on the other hand, because children are
rarely asked about their opinion on matters that affect them (see Sections 2.7 and 4.2.5).

The evidence from focus groups with children provides further detail on this aspect. While
many children seemed to lack an understanding of the meaning of children’s participation
in political and democratic life, that was particularly the case for children from
disadvantaged backgrounds (see Section 2.7.1). It was also argued by one of the national-
level organisations running children’s focus groups, as well as by one interviewee, that for
children to be able to exercise their right to participation, their basic needs must be met
first’61. During the consultations undertaken in Malta, young migrant children below the
age of 10 made paintings of their ideal world. They all painted colourful homes with space
for all family members, pets, toys and their own play areas. This demonstrates that it can
be challenging to think about participating in public life, if children’s daily lives are a
struggle. This point was also made by one international-level interviewee, who explained
that children who feel at risk or are somehow struggling will be less keen to participate in
political or democratic decision-making processes’®?. The interviewee argued that the
right to participation is strongly linked with ensuring the protection of vulnerable
children’63,

In this respect, the evidence collected in this study identified mechanisms that could
inspire future action relating to protection of vulnerable children. For instance:

e The Consultancy Group on Roma Youth Participation (CGRYP) project, which was
implemented in Cyprus, offers insights on how to involve Roma children in
decision-making’®*.

e The Finnish mechanism Nuorten ideat (Ideas by Young People), which allows
youth to directly submit their ideas, offers transferable potential as an online
service that could be initiated at EU level and in other MS. If such a platform could
operate in several languages, it would facilitate the sharing of grassroots
development ideas (including ideas from migrant children) with decision-
makers’6°,

e The consultation with children and young people in Northern Ireland and the
Republic of Ireland on the implications of Brexit involved children from diverse
backgrounds, and showcases how to include children in debates about pressing
political issues”®¢,

e The work of the Irish agency Tusla - the Child and Family Agency, as well as the
local youth council structures (Comhairle na nOg) (see Box 9) illustrates how to
involve vulnerable children (e.g. living in alternative care settings), and how to set
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up a body aimed at specifically enabling children’s participation in the space of
care’®’,

e The Irish government’s consultations to inform the Ireland Obesity Policy and
Action Plan 2016-2025 could inspire future EU and national-level consultations on
specific topic-focused policies that have impacts on children?¢8,

e The Portuguese mechanism A Voz dos Alunos (Student’s Voice) involved
vulnerable children in the design of the new school curricula (OECD has already
indicated plans to replicate this mechanisms)76°.

e The children’s participation mechanisms involving vulnerable children developed
by the German Development Cooperation have already been applied across
several countries, and can inform development of similar mechanisms at the EU
and MS levels’7°,

The individual case studies also provide inspiring examples of how to include groups of
vulnerable children in participation opportunities:

e The mechanism ‘Turning Words into Action’ (see Box 13) included children with
disabilities.

e ‘Experts by Experience’ focused on children in care or migrant children (see Box
7).

‘The Little Embassy’ targeted children from vulnerable groups, such as refugees or children
with disabilities (see

e Box 4).

e The Spanish local mechanism ‘Daily Life’ (*La Vida Cotidiana’) could serve as an
inspiration on how very young children can learn about participation through daily
life experiences (see Box 6)771.

As already mentioned in Chapter 4, ensuring that vulnerable children can participate
requires additional effort and resources. Supporting such efforts might be a relevant and
targeted focus area for future action (as explored further in the next section).

5.2.7 Strengthening funding opportunities

Many interviewees shared insights about how EU, national and local funds are currently
being used to support their projects, and offered suggestions related to how the processes
of application and allocation of funds could be improved in the future.

Firstly, many interviewees confirmed the importance of EU funds to cover the costs
of children’s participation activities’’2. For instance, some interviewees observed that
a large share of their organisation’s budget for children’s participation comes from EU
sources, and this created additional opportunities to engage children, in particular where
financial support was not available nationally’”3. In addition, a few interviewees expressed
views that allocation of EU funds for mechanisms involving children should be regarded as
a priority, as it raises the profile of children’s participation’’4.

Two interviewees mentioned that EU funds can be used for developing and supporting
children’s participation mechanisms, such as Erasmus+77>. One interviewee suggested that
the scope of such programmes and the allocation of funds should also be consulted with
children and young people”’®.

One local authority representative also pointed out that the participation processes
involving children are costly, and suggested that if no EU funds are available to support
these processes, it is likely that only ‘wealthy cities’ could afford to involve children”””.

EU funding was also critical for large international organisations’’8. Yet, as expressed by
one international-level interviewee, because participation activities were essential for their
international organisation, even if there is ‘no funding from the EU’, this organisation would
continue ‘doing children’s participation’”’. Another national children’s rights interviewee
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felt that the level of national funding in their country was sufficient to cover children’s
participation activities’8°,

EU- and national-level interviewees representing national authorities and children’s rights
organisations pointed out the difficulties of getting grants and applying for EU
funding. One common difficulty was the complexity of funding applications and human
resources required to submit an application. As attested by several interviewees, this was
a persistent challenge for many NGOs, local-level organisations or organisations with staff
working on a voluntary basis that for practical reasons, may find it easier to apply for local
sources’8,782 One national authority interviewee also noted that it is important to raise
awareness about EU funding, as not all stakeholders may be aware of all potential funding
opportunities’3,

Another common challenge was that some EU funding only supports projects for
a relatively short length of time. Several interviewees felt that this was sometimes a
tokenistic exercise rather than a real support to combat complex social challenges that
require longer term funding’®. Another local authority representative observed that in
order to achieve long-lasting structural change in children’s participation, structural
financing was necessary. According to this interviewee, this was because short-term
projects may work for one-off research studies or projects with clear short-term goals (see
Section 3.4), but more permanent structural change could only be achieved with a
dedicated stream of funding available long-term’8>, This interviewee also suggested that
children’s participation could, for example, be supported by a Youth Fund for cities with
deprived neighbourhoods”8®.

A common suggestion was also that EU funding could be used to further support
networks, by preparing guidelines and good practice examples. This also relates to
the EU role to facilitate exchanges and support collaboration at various levels, as outlined
in Section 5.2.5. Several interviewees supported the sharing of knowledge, expertise and
learning from each other through the exchange of practices, and also through financial
support for required translation services’®”. One national authority interviewee suggested
preparing a ranking of countries assessing how well they perform on children’s participation
indicators to motivate stakeholders lagging behind to take more action’88. Some national-
level interviewees also suggested providing more practical information, guidance and
training to national policy-makers and national authorities to help them better understand
how children’s participation works in practice, and to inspire them to establish a national
strategy on children’s participation’®®. One international interviewee observed that EU
funding could be also used to promote children’s participation globally, for example by
supporting local capacity building, and advocacy and engagement activities’®®. This is
because children’s participation mechanisms need to match the local context, which in
other countries can differ from the situation in the EU.

Some children participating in focus groups also expressed interest in increased exchanges
and partnerships, in particular in forums that allow partnerships between decision-makers
and children across countries. Some children from Ireland confirmed that there is a need
to create organisations to connect children and young people’®!. As one child from Bulgaria
expressed:

‘[it would be great if] something like a portal for feedback can be created - for us
and for other children."”??

In the view of some of the consulted children, such further EU action in these areas could
strengthen children’s participation at the EU and national levels.

Finally, one national authority interviewee also noted that scholarly research in the area of
children’s participation is underdeveloped, and that an allocation of funds to support
academic research in this area would strengthen this field”®3.
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5.2.8 Learning from the EU Youth Strategy and youth participation mechanisms

Only a small number of interviewees representing all stakeholder groups (10 out of 64
conducted interviews) were able to comment on the EU Youth Strategy and assess how
lessons from this strategy could be transferable to children’s participation’®*. Some
transferable lessons can also be drawn from the case study on the consultation to inform
the EU Youth Strategy 2019-2027 (see Box 11).

The main observation from international-level interviewees was that child and youth
participation should not be viewed as two separate issues (even if children have
some specific rights under the UNCRC), and that applying a life-course approach would
be more valuable’®. As suggested by one international-level interviewee, this approach
would allow stakeholders to perceive human beings in a more holistic way and avoid
setting cut-off dates specifying when a child becomes a youth and then an
adult’®®, According to international-level interviewees, fostering cross-sectoral
cooperation at the national level would be beneficial’®’, as would the application of the
reporting system and indicators for accountability used in the youth strategy’°.
However, this contradicted an assessment of the Youth Strategy provided by a national
government stakeholder from Ireland’®°. According to this interviewee, the main challenge
with the Youth Strategy was that it was ‘a strategy’ and, in that sense, its provisions
constituted non-binding recommendations®. In view of this interviewee, it would be
important that any child strategy includes ‘clear criteria that you need to adhere to’ in
order to, for example, be eligible for funding®°?.

The consultation ‘*Youth in Europe’ was able to achieve inclusion of some vulnerable youth,
including young people identified as being from minority ethnic backgrounds, having a
disability or being LGBTQI+28%2, This was achieved by working closely with organisations
able to reach out to a wide demographic of participants®%3, and by applying methodological
approaches suggested by youth researchers8®, This offers transferable lessons by
indicating working methods that promote inclusion of all children and youth.
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6 Conclusions

This study has identified evidence from over 300 mechanisms that facilitate children’s
participation in political and democratic life. Most of this evidence was identified and
collected during the mapping task. However, when conducting interviews, the study team
gained knowledge about mechanisms that were not well-documented in the public domain,
indicating that information about such mechanisms is not always widely accessible. Some
children taking part in focus groups expressed that they lacked awareness of and
information about many mechanisms that were implemented in their countries - and
sometimes in their localities - and had even more limited knowledge and awareness of EU
and international mechanisms. This raises questions about the availability and
accessibility of information (more broadly, but also for children in particular).

This study also raises questions about the representativeness of children across
mechanisms. Most mechanisms are facilitated via structures that represent collective
voices of a wider group of children (e.g. councils, panels, forums), and many of these
structures have been established for a number of years. Many mechanisms have
inclusiveness as an objective, but some still seem to be elitist and disproportionately attract
high-achieving children or those from wealthy families. A selection bias has also been
observed in mechanisms focusing on capturing voices of individual children. This points to
a challenge of ensuring that voices of children from different backgrounds or
vulnerable groups are present and heard. More targeted efforts may be needed to
make (more) mechanisms more inclusive, to create opportunities for individual children to
have their voice heard, as well as to channel participation via ad-hoc mechanisms.

Some of the differences between these structures are not clear-cut, with structures
with different names (e.g. council, parliament) having similar rules of operation, roles and
responsibilities across different countries. Consequently, the degree of influence children
can have in differently named structures may be similar.

Many mechanisms are still geared towards older children and youth (often young
adults). Even if efforts are made to make participation formats align with the capacities of
children across different ages, the format of most children’s consultations still often
replicates those of adults (meetings, voting). As such, existing mechanisms may not fully
respond to the needs of children from younger age groups, thus failing to give them
relevant and appropriate opportunities to express their views and opinions, even if all
children (including younger children) are given this right under the UNCRC.

Mechanisms involving children in all stages of the policy-making process tend to
be the most successful in terms of being inclusive, impactful and child-led.
However, assessing whether a particular structure or mechanism was child-led is often
a challenge. This is because within a mechanism some activities could have been entirely
child-led - with power completely handed to children — while in other activities the level of
power given to children could have been completely different.

Children’s views and opinions are typically limited to ‘recommendations’ and they
are not binding. The evidence suggests that children’s voices and opinions are given more
consideration if there are: (1) regulations and/or legal instruments outlining the operation
of a particular mechanism; and (2) a dedicated source of funding that ensures continuity
of its operation (e.g. the structure of children’s/youth councils in Finland and Ireland). Yet,
one-off mechanisms still offer valuable inputs as a way to respond to emerging or new
issues and challenges that may require a more rapid or more targeted response.

The analysis also revealed that children’s participation in political and democratic life is
still not perceived and implemented as an integral and fundamental part of the
policy- and decision-making processes. Despite efforts across levels (international, EU
and in some MS - both at national and local levels), children’s participation is still not a
continuous process, but rather a topic in itself or an add-on implemented in specific
activities or stages. The lack of feedback and follow-up activities also contribute to this
challenge. Children can be discouraged from participating if they are kept in the dark as to
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whether their participation has had any impact. There is also little evidence on the
effectiveness or impact of children’s participation mechanisms on the children’s degree of
influence on policies and decision-making — hence the increased monitoring and evaluation
would therefore be desirable.

This also results from societal attitudes and perceptions of children’s participation.
Some children participating in focus groups were not aware of their rights and not familiar
with the concept of participation. However, children who did have an understanding of
these issues welcomed opportunities to participate. The bottom-up activism that has
emerged in recent years among children and young people can be seen as the young
generation taking action on issues and topics that they consider important, but for which
a sufficient level of action and measures have not yet been taken by adults (e.g. the
environment, equality, human rights, street violence). This highlights the issue of raising
the profile of children’s participation. However, one key barrier still seems to be the
attitudes of adults. It is still common for adults to question children’s capabilities to
participate, or to express the opinion that children’s views are not valuable. This hinders
the proper embedding of children’s participation in the policy-making process, and can lead
to ‘tokenistic’ exercises.

In many cases the digitalisation of children’s participatory processes is the driving
force for many of these activism movements. This is because the digital space offers a
platform to democratically take action, and because the digital space has an important role
in the lives of children and young people. However, as the COVID-19 pandemic exposed,
it still cannot be taken for granted that all children and young people have equal access to
digital equipment, internet or ICT skills. It is likely that without support, the digital divides
between children may deepen, thus leading to lower levels of representativeness and
higher levels of inequalities. In addition, it is important that the necessary safeguarding
measures commonly applied in offline children’s participation mechanisms are also put in
place during online participation.

The preparation of children for participation in - and adults for facilitation of -
children’s participation can also play a role in facilitating political and democratic
participation in the future. For children, this mostly relates to educational structures
teaching and empowering children about democratic principles, and allowing children to
experience them first-hand by taking part in democratic structures at school and in their
local community. For adults, it means providing tools and structures to learn about effective
and efficient ways of engaging with children. However, better understanding is needed of
which training approaches have most impact, and replicating these approaches in other
contexts should be promoted.

In addition, even if schools and organisations working with children are currently most
involved in recruiting children to take part in particular mechanisms, the long-term goal
should be to ensure that all adults (and in particular those in decision-making positions)
have an understanding of children’s rights to participate (and of adults’ obligations to
facilitate it, according to UNCRC), the benefits of children’s participation, and the necessary
skills to meaningfully engage children in political and democratic processes. The EU can
play an important role in many of these transformative processes.
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Annex A Case studies guiding documents and templates

Case studies guiding documents

This document outlines our approach to conducting case studies on mechanisms that
enable children’s participation. It is intended to support decision to select a final list of 12
case studies for further investigation.
This document consists of:

e Table 10: A list of 24 potential case studies

o

o

o

These examples have been drawn from the mapping task (Task 1) and
interviews with adult stakeholders (Task 2.1).

Case study selection criteria (Table 2) have been used to identify this initial
list.

Case studies focus on children’s participation mechanisms operating in the
10 selected Member States at national and/or local level, namely Bulgaria,
Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, Malta, the Netherlands, Portugal,
Slovenia and Spain. There is also one example from a reserve country
(Cyprus) and two examples from the international context.

e Table 11. Case studies selection criteria

o

These criteria have been used to select a preliminary list of 24 case studies,
and to further narrow down the list to 12 case studies.

e Table 12. Case study research approach

o

This table outlines case studies research approach to data collection and
analysis.

e Table 13. A preliminary case study template

o

This table outlines the proposed structure and content of the case study
narratives. We plan to pilot this template with one case study example to
ensure it summarises evidence in a structured and detailed yet succinct
manner.
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Table 10. List of potential case studies

Turning Bulgaria, PROS:
Words into Czech -
Action Republic,
Serbia
CONS:
2 ‘Experts by Finland - PROS:

experience’/ national level =
Young

advisors

Promise of transferability since it is
already working across three
national contexts

Focused on vulnerable children -
children with intellectual disability
Implementation arrangements
include integrated approach of
training and support to children by
bringing together all stakeholders
involved in the lives of this group of
children

No cost / resources information
No clear information on evaluation
methodology and results

Promise of transferability across
other national contexts since other
countries may already have similar
platforms

Mechanism brings together stakeholders
and children/young people with
intellectual disabilities and their families
to provide training and support related
to children’s health and wider needs. The
mechanism also facilitates creation of
the children-led offshoot events and
initiatives.

The mechanism builds on and
strengthens partnership: brings together
children, advocates, health and
education professionals, legislators and
family members. It is run by an NGO
(Lumos) and it is funded by the EU.

It is a one-off mechanism running
through 2 years. The attitudes of parents
and carers towards children with
intellectual disabilities have been
measured by a survey administered at
the beginning and end of their
participation in the mechanism.

The mechanism has a built-in evaluation
component but the evaluation
methodology and results are not clear.
‘Experts by experience’ / Young Advisors
is a term used to describe children and
young people who are considered
experts on a particular policy/theme due
to having personal experience of being in
a particular situation, e.g. in the care

Bulgaria

mapping
task

Finland
interviews
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CONS:

PROS:

Focused on vulnerable children that
have direct practical experience of a
particular issue / policy area
Implementation arrangements
include active inclusion of the
individual and collective expertise of
children. Child experts can support
better decision-making processes
meeting the needs of children and
young people

No cost / resources information
No clear information on evaluation
methodology

Promise of transferability across
other national contexts since similar
websites may be already operating
in other countries

Focused on initiating and
encouraging grassroots children
and youth activism both at the
municipal and national policy levels.
The mechanism supports
interaction and cooperation
between children / youth and
municipalities brining young
people’s ideas into considerations in
decision-making processes.

Implementation arrangements
include setting up an easily
accessible website and not

restricting children in terms of

system, being a migrant / asylum
seeker. Experts by experience work via
thematic groups / fora and actively
participate and support public authorities
across all stages of policy planning,
implementation and evaluation. For
instance, children with experience of the
care system were involved in the re-
design of the Child Welfare Act to better
meet the needs of young people leaving
the care system, former asylum seeking
children were involved in the creation of
videos and other educational material for
newly arriving migrants and asylum
seeking children.

These experts also provide peer support
to other children and young people going
through similar experience to their own.
This mechanism is an online platform
allowing children and young people to
submit suggestions and comments on
local and national public and social
affairs and policies that affect their lives.
Each comment and suggestion is visible
to all users, who can provide additional
comments and support for action. Ideas
with reasoned proposals for change are
forwarded for consideration to relevant
local and national authorities. This
platform is part of Demokratia.fi portal,
which brings together the various online
services for democratic participation and
decision-making.

Finland

mapping
task
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CONS:

France - local PROS:
level -

Alsacian
Youth
Parliament
(Parlement
de la
jeunesse -
alsacienne)

CONS:

Children's
Parliament
(Parlement
des Enfants)

France - PROS:
national level =

themes or policy areas they want to
raise. Children /youth can follow
ideas and receive feedback and
decisions to the proposals
submitted via the service.

No cost / resources information
No clear information on evaluation
methodology

Promise of transferability across
other national contexts since similar
youth structures already operate in
other regions/localities

Children are elected in a random
draw

Implementation arrangements
allow children to be included in
discussions across a range of policy
areas

A strong evaluation component to
projects is an integral part of this
mechanism.

No cost / resources information
Results of the evaluation are not
communicated

Promise of transferability across
other national contexts since similar
children’s  parliaments already
operate in other countries

Any child can sign up to participate
in this mechanism

Established in 2011, the Youth Parliament
is composed of 30-40 members between
15-28 years old. There are no hierarchies
between them (no Bureau, Presidents or
Vice-Presidents were elected).

The Parliament covers a broad range of
topics, such as citizenship, mobility,
access to culture, life conditions, training
and vocational orientation.

It had a consultation role in the
preparation, implementation and
evaluation of (most notably youth)
policies. It also ensures the

implementation of the 2030 Alsacian
Youth Forum (forum Jeunes Alsace 2030).
It also took decisions on, for example,
projects proposed by youth organisations
in the region in the context of calls for
projects on how to increase young
people's participation.

Established in 1994 by the National
Assembly, Children’s Parliament is an
annual programme providing children
with knowledge and skills on different
policy areas and active participation. Each
year children focus on a different topic
(gender equality in 2019-2020).

France

mapping
task

France

mapping
task
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CONS:

PROS:

CONS:

Implementation arrangements
include a year-long activity
programme provides children with
the knowledge and skills needed for
active inclusion of children in
decision-making processes at the
national level.

There is evidence that proposals by
children become national laws.

No cost / resources information

Promise of transferability across
other national contexts given that
Children and Youth Strategies are
being developed across EU member

states. This can serve as an
example of a nation-wide
consultation efforts during a

process of large policy change.
Inclusive approach involving
various groups of children
Implementation arrangement
included a broad range of
consultation modes. It shows
commitment to youth participation
on different levels of government.

No cost / resources information

A one-off mechanism. It is not clear
whether and how the experience
gained during this  strategy
development informed  further

Children aged 10-11 years old are invited
to apply to and participate in the
mechanism. Participating children are
given classes and a set of child friendly
materials to help them prepare i.e.
brochures, comics, a "how to" guide for
professors, etc. Classes work throughout
the year on a legislative proposal.
Towards the end of the programme, 577
students gather at the National Assembly
(Palais Bourbon) and, guided by their
tutors/teachers, prepare a legislative
proposal that can become national law.
Four proposals drafted by children over
the years have become laws.

Children and youth participation was a
cornerstone of the Youth Strategy
development.

Children and youth were consulted by all
levels of government (city, regional,
federal) during the design and planning
phase of the youth strategy and helped
shape its scope. The youth strategy was
also regularly debated via different
events targeted towards youth, young
adults, and experts, e.g. two
conferences in 2015 and 2017, forums
as part of the 16 Children and Youth
Helpday in 2017, and the Youth Politics
Day of the Federal Ministry attended by
450 16- to 27-year-old youth and young
adults from youth parliaments, youth
councils and pupil councils.

This mechanism was implemented by the
Federal Ministry for Family Affairs, Senior
Citizens, Women and Youth

Germany
mapping
task and
interviews
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Nations (international)
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ipation

Herrenberg)
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PROS:

CONS:

PROS:

involvement of children and youth
in the development of other
strategies.

Promise of transferability across
other national and local contexts
since it focuses on the basic rights
covered by the UNCRC

Large number of children was
consulted in a variety of
participatory modes (survey,
children’s projects, writing up
results of consultation).
Implementation arrangements
related to creating own projects
respected children’s views and
preferences and facilitated
children’s participation across all
stages of project development

No cost / resources information
The extent to which children from
vulnerable/disadvantaged
background were included is not
clear.

Information on the impact is not
reported

Example of involving children in the
design of the mechanism.

Example of putting in place
mechanisms ensuring children’s
participation in all stages of local
policy development and
implementation

(Bundesministerium fiir Familie,
Senioren, Frauen und Jugend) (BMFSFJ).

This mechanism constitutes a children’s
consultation on the UNCRC in Germany.
As part of this mechanism, 2,700
children were surveyed regarding
different aspects of the CRC. In addition,
20 children were selected to meet and
create their own projects, which, for
example, included starting a children’s
parliament in their city or making a film
about how the football pitch in their city
was not sufficient to meet the needs of
the local children.

This example presents a mechanism that
involved children in a variety of
participatory modes, including
conducting a large survey, allowing
children to start their own projects, and
involving children in writing up the
results of the consultation.

Germany
interview

The objective of this mechanism is to
ensure participation of children and
young people aged 12 to 21 in the city
planning in Herrenberg. It was designed
and created by children in 2012 as a
result of a series of workshops. This
mechanism facilitates participation of the
members of the local youth
organisations, schools, teachers, others

Germany
interview
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impact of
Brexit

Ireland and
the UK -
national and
local level
(children in
the Republic
of Ireland and
Northern
Ireland)
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The data on costs and resources
needed to implement this
mechanism may be of interest of
others considering introduction of a
similar mechanism

Promise of transferability since
other local level stakeholders across
EU are guided by similar objectives
of increasing children’s participation
levels

Large number of children was
consulted in a variety of
participatory modes

CONS:

Not clear whether and how this
mechanism was evaluated since its
introduction in 2012

PROS:

This consultation appeared to be a
successful and inclusive
participatory process on a subject
where children seem to have been
absent from the public debate.
This was a child-led process on a
topic that children were very
engaged with, but had not been
able to express their views on until
this point.

The impact of this mechanism is
potentially strong: the report from
this consultation was shared with
the European Parliament and
participating children met with
several MEPs and Michel Barnier to
discuss the findings.

working with youth in a variety of local
decision-making.

The mechanism includes three main
forms of participation: (1) youth forum
which is held once a year in schools
providing young people with an
opportunity to discuss and raise topics
important to them; (2) a youth
delegation liaising with the city council
on a continuous basis; (3) an online
forum available to children from the age
of 13 (in line with standard regulations
for the social media platforms).

This is an example of how children and
young people can be involved in the
design of a mechanism. This mechanism
also facilitates different forms of
participation to reach out and appeal to
different children.

This was a one-off consultation
organised by the Ombudsman for
Children in Republic of Ireland and the
Northern Ireland Commissioner for
Children and Young People (NICCY).
There is little information on the children
that participated and how they were
recruited, apart from the fact that
children from both sides of the Irish
border were invited to participate in the

consultation, and most were aged 16-17.

The evidence base on the impact of this
mechanism on policy and decision
making is potentially strong - the report
reached decision makers in the EU, and
children got to voice their opinions to
key decision makers such as Michel
Barnier.

Ireland
mapping
task and
interviews
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councils
(Comhairle
na nOg)

Ireland - local
level
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CONS:

PROS:

CONS:

The researchers remained in
contact with the children for a year
following the consultation, which
the children felt made it seem that
their views were taken seriously.

This mechanism was implemented
as a one-off addressing the
particular socio-political context. It
means that the transferability of
this mechanism may be potentially
somehow limited.

The local youth councils are well-
developed and unique structures in
that every county in Ireland has a
Comhairli na nOg, and these
structures have existed for 17 years
now. The experience of Irish local
councils offers transferability to
other local contexts across EU.

It allows for children to participate
in local and national policy making
by contributing their views on the
development of services and
policies.

There is some evidence of impact on
policy and decision-making, in
particular at the local level.

There are issues with
representation of all children and
ensuring that the process is child-
led.

This is a structural mechanism as the Ireland
Comhairle na nOg (a collection of local mapping
youth councils) regularly meet to task and
participate in local policy and decision interviews

making processes.

Every county in Ireland has a local youth
council (Comhairli na nOg).

The Department for Children and Youth
Affairs (a Department within the Irish
government) is responsible for funding
and overseeing this structure. Children
aged 12-17 are allowed to participate in
this structure (although there appears to
be much higher representation of older
children/young people). There are issues
with the accessibility/representation of
the structure in terms of including the
voices of particular social groups.
Recruitment takes place via the Annual
General Meetings (AGM) of the councils.
The councils decide on topics for
discussion/action at their AGMs, which
children from local schools, youth clubs
and other projects are invited to. The
councils then take action on these topics
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- Research national level

Study on
Foster Care in
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and
Involvement
of children in
the drafting
of the Minor
Protection
Act

The
President’s
Secret
Garden

Malta -
national and
local level
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PROS:

CONS:

PROS:

The research study established an
evidence base on challenges and
barriers faced by foster children

(children representing vulnerable
group).
Building on their practical

experiences of foster care, children
were directly involved in the design
of new laws and helped shaping
other decision-making processes.
This experience offers
transferability potential for other
policy areas and other contexts.
The new laws offers example of
impact.

No cost / resources information

This example of an
intergenerational dialogue shows
how sharing a space can foster
participation and inclusion.

The implementation arrangement of
bringing adult and children together
created an opportunity to express

views and ideas and to listen to
viewpoints of others.
The reported impacts included

changed mindsets and mentality of
adults related to involvement of
children in the decision-making

in the coming year. This is a long-term
structure providing some evidence of
impact, particularly at the local level.
The aim of this study was to obtain in-
depth knowledge on (i) factors that
contribute to meet the holistic needs of
the fostered child; and (ii) factors that
may contribute to foster care placement
breakdowns in Malta. The final report
was published in 2016 and fed into
several recommendations of the Minor
Protection (Alternative Care) Act.
Children were actively involved in
drafting this Act. They were meeting
with the legislators, representatives of
the judiciary and policymakers and
expressing their views how the law
should better protect children and
holistically respond to children’s needs.

The Secret Garden concept is focused on
the peace building and bringing people
together in a safe space. It provides a
safe, interactive and creative space at
the Presidential Private Gardens giving
children and a variety of adult
stakeholders an opportunity to meet and
discuss a range of topics and policy
issues.

Participants are also provided with a
range of informal education activities
including self-expression, healthy eating,
nurture, diversity and art.

The concept is also being explored in the
local schools and communities.

Malta
interview

Malta
interview
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13 The Little Netherlands -
Embassy (De national and
Kleine local level
Ambassade)

14 PAja! Netherlands -

local level
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CONS:

PROS:

CONS:

PROS:

processes; and a feeling of

empowerment for children.

No cost / resources information
It is not clear how the meetings
contributed to policy design,
implementation and evaluation.

This mechanism covers
participation of children and young
people aged 8 to 27 vyears old,
focusing on the 9 to 12 years old
children. It targets children from
vulnerable groups, such as Muslims,
refugees or children with
disabilities. As such, it can serve as
an example how to involve younger
and marginalised children.

An example of an independent
organisation using participation as a
means to sustainably involve
children and others in decision
making and to show the importance
and usefulness of child and youth
participation.

No cost / resources information
The impacts of mechanism are not
clear.

This example serves as a peer-to-
peer level feedback from young
people to improve policies of the
facility. Residents/clients of the
institute interview one another
about their experiences/ideas for

The Little Embassy (De kleine
Ambassade) is a foundation specialised in
child and vyouth participation. The
foundation runs educational participation
projects and consultations on
neighbourhood, city or organisational
level, familiarising them with (the value
of) participation and active citizenship.
Children are involved in the design of
each  project, with the project
commissioned by local level actors.

The foundation also organised a children’s
version of a municipality council, inviting
children to give advice to the municipality
on different policy areas.

Mechanism is well established as it is
active since 2009.

PAja! stands for Participation Audits in
shelter, care and welfare. Established in
2007, PAja! Encourages and facilities
activities in these areas to do bottom-up
inspections, i.e. the 'clients' interview
fellow clients about their experiences. A
team of residents / clients have an

Netherlands

mapping
task

Netherlands

mapping
task
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Partipatory
Budget
(Or¢camento
Participativo
Jovem)

Portugal -
national level
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CONS:

PROS:

improvements and this feedback is
processed into an implementation
plan.

The transferability potential of this
mechanism relates to the provision
of training allowing participants to
implement and assess change and
improvement. It would be possible
to implement similar structures in
other contexts and countries, and at
different levels.

A feedback loop is built into this
mechanism. This creates an
opportunity for an improvement in
outcomes.

Since one/two PAja! Projects have
been carried out in a municipality
every year since 2007, this offers
transferable experience of
implementing a regular structural
mechanism.

No cost / resources information

Focused on initiating and
encouraging grassroots children
and youth activism as any child and
young person can suggest and vote
for a project

Since the results of the votes are
binding, this can serve as an
example of a child-initiated and

opportunity to practice research skills,
conversation technique, surveying,
processing data and presenting. After
this, they take a closer look at their
institution: they interview fellow clients

and approve the facilities and the
guidance offered.
During an ‘"inspection meeting" they

present the results of this research to the
leadership of the institution and propose
changes. Their suggestions are, in
cooperation with  the supervisors,
presented in a repair plan and then
potentially implemented. The institution
starts working on a joint 'improvement
plan'. After a while, a "re-examination"
takes place: this allows the research team
to check whether the promised quality
improvement has taken place.

This way the facilities are improved, and
participation of the clients structurally
embedded. The youth inspection team
and the management of the facilities also
ensure that results are properly fed back
to the residents / 'clients' of the facility.

The Youth Participatory Budget is an
example of a participatory process in
which children and young people aged
between 14-30 can decide on public
investment projects. The mechanism is
open to all children/young people legally
residing in Portugal - either by
submitting a proposal for funding, or
voting on existing proposals. The results
of votes are binding, and there is

Portugal

mapping
task
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16 Municipal
Youth
Councils
(Conselho
Municipal de
Juventude)

Portugal -
local
(municipal)
level
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CONS:

PROS:

effective process initiating policy
and practice change.
Some funding data are available

It is not clear whether additional
efforts are undertaken to engage
disadvantaged/vulnerable groups of
children

Promise of transferability across
other national contexts since similar
youth structures already operate in
other regions/localities

Albeit Youth Councils are not
implemented equally in Portugal
and opinions and discussions are

evidence that the mechanism has been
undergoing transformations to enable
participation more effectively, e.g.
improving the facilitation of co-decision
making, developing ICTs to enable
participation, training and qualifying local
professionals in participatory
approaches.

While there are no specific strategies to
reach children and youth, anyone legally
residing in Portugal can submit a
proposal for funding or vote on existing
proposals for funding. Proposals must fall
within the following thematic areas:
education, employment, lodging, health,
environment and sustainable
development, governance and
participation, equality and social
inclusion. This is a long-term process
with strong evidence of changes to
policies, procedures and practices with
the aim of facilitating participation more
effectively, but not much evidence of the
impact of the funded proposals
themselves.

This is a structural mechanism overseen
by the Ministry of Education and the
Portuguese Institute for Youth and Sport,
and funded by the Ministry of Finances.
This is a structural mechanism that has
existed in some parts of Portugal since
2000, although laws regulating them
were only drafted in 2009.

The councils welcome diversity, but it is
limited by the fact that the recruitment
into the council takes place via election
from peers in schools or other

Portugal

mapping
task
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CONS:

PROS:

not binding, there are several
examples of councils that have been
effective in facilitating active
inclusion of children on a range of

areas including: municipal youth
policies, municipal budgets, other
policy areas that may affect

children/youth.

It is not always clear how and why
particular ideas raised by Youth
Councils were selected and
implemented by local authorities.

It is not clear whether sufficient
efforts are made to ensure
participation of  youth from
disadvantaged/vulnerable groups
No cost / resources information

This example offers transferable

lessons how structural/collective
action can support individual
participation. Another

transferability potential results from
the training activities and how they
empower and prepare young people
to be active citizens.

At the structural level, this
mechanism offers transferability
potential since similar youth

structures already operate in other
regions/localities

This mechanism can also serve as
an example of fostering dialogue,
participation and inclusion by
bringing together young people

organisations. Any child under 18 years
old may participate in the municipal
youth councils. The municipal youth
councils meet four times a year to hold
discussions and formulate opinions on
various topics including: municipal youth
policies, municipal budgets, other policy
areas that may affect children/youth.

It is an umbrella association of youth
organizations operating at the national
level. It brings together 16 NGOs of
different interests, views or political
orientations. It represents the interests of
young people in relation to national

authorities and in international
associations and participates in
promoting the development of youth
policy. It also encourages active

citizenship through training and a range
of voluntary activities. Run by NGOs with
funds from national government, it came
about as a result of Youth Council Act
(2000) and is ongoing.

Slovenia
mapping
task and
interviews
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CONS:

PROS:

CONS:

from across the country and
involving them in policy planning.

No cost / resources information
The impact of the Youth Council on
decision-making is not clear.

Promise of transferability across
other national contexts since similar
children’s  parliaments already
operate in other countries

Any child can sign up to participate
in this mechanism

It is a national level mechanism but
linked to local and regional child
councils thus provide example of
collaboration and coordination of
national and local efforts
Implementation arrangements
include a year-long activity
programme provides children with
the knowledge and skills needed for
active inclusion of children in
decision-making processes at the
national level

The programme involves training
the trainers and educating children
about active citizenship and
democracy thus there is a potential
for having effect on children’s
participation levels

No cost / resources information

It is not clear whether and how
proposals made by children were
included in new laws and policies

Children's Parliaments are an annual
programme of activities for
children for active citizenship
democracy. Children are educated on
human and civil rights and are
encouraged to participate in social life
(participation) and express their own
opinions on issues they choose. As a form
of democratic dialogue, they are
implemented and well-established part of
the school lives in most elementary
schools across Slovenia, upgraded with
parliaments at the municipal and regional
levels, and concluded at the National
Children's Parliament.

The mechanism has a low participation
threshold - all elementary school children
(6-15 years old) are able to participate,
and choose a delegation to represent
them at the municipal and national child
parliaments.

Children involved in all stages of policy:
design, implementation and evaluation
(in form of focus groups). The mechanism
reports positive effects such as enhanced
social skills and development of critical
thinking, as well as levels of children’s
participation and active citizenship.

The mechanism also involves training of
mentors for children. Children participate

Slovenia

raising mapping
and task
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active national level
citizenship
and
participation

20 Daily life: Spain -
Framework municipal
for child level
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0-6 year olds
(La Vida
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PROS:

CONS:

PROS:

This mechanism can serve as an
example of a training activity
embedding the values of
participation and active citizenship
in the society. It offers a
transferability potential, in
particular for countries that do not
yet have similar programmes.

A built-in evaluation component of
the programme offers opportunity
to regularly update the curriculum
to best meet the needs of children.

It is not clear whether and how
participation in this programme
changes the levels of active
citizenship among children and
youth. Some of the impacts may
only materialise after several years
of implementing the programme.

No cost / resources information

This mechanism can serve as a rare
example of including very young
children (up to 6 years old) in a
participation mechanism.

in the programme with the support of
mentors and regional coordinators.

This mechanism is organised by
Association of Friends of Youth Slovenia
(NGO) and has been running for 30 years
and is ongoing.

This mechanism teaches children aged
10+ about importance of active
citizenship. Children are introduced to
children's rights for the first time in the
4th and 5th grades of elementary school.
They learn about the importance of basic
human and children's rights, duties and
responsibilities. In the 7th and 8th
grades, in the course/subject on "Patriotic
and Citizenship Culture and Ethics",
children learn about the importance of
active citizenship and participation. They
are taught about human and children's
rights as well as the basic principles of
democratic decision-making. In upper
secondary and vocational schools,
students deepen their knowledge about
these topics through the subject.

The lessons are designed in a child-
friendly and simple to understand format.
The curriculum is regularly evaluated by
asking children (including migrant and
underprivileged children) about their
thoughts during focus groups.

This is an education programme
implemented in four early childhood
centres that belong to a network of/are
linked to the Granada Educa foundation,
in Granada, Spain. It is an initiative
stemming from the Childhood and

Slovenia
mapping
task and
interviews
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Cotidiana: EIl
Marco Para
La
Participacion
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Child friendly
city initiative
(Sello de
Ciudad Amiga
de la
Infancia)

Spain -
national and
local level
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- It can also serve as an example of
an evidence-based approach to
implementing policies and practices
with potential for impact and
effectiveness.

CONS:

- No cost / resources information

- It is not clear how/to what extent
the feedback and evaluation is
incorporated to improve the
functioning of this mechanism.

PROS:

- This mechanism can serve as an
example of recognising local level
actions and efforts to introduce and
sustain child-friendly policies and
programmes.

- The built-in evaluation element
offers potential for effectiveness
and improvement.

- Implementation arrangements
allow children to be included in
discussions across a range of policy
areas

CONS:

- It is not clear whether specific
actions are undertaken to include
disadvanted/vulnerable children.

Adolescence Plan of the Granada
municipality (ayuntamiento). The
municipality is part of the Ciudades
Amigas para la Infancia (UNICEF Child
Friendly Cities initiative).

The mechanism seeks to develop
educational strategies that foster
listening to children. It aims to promote
evaluation/research-action (i.e. linking
research and action) between
professionals and schools, to implement
evidence-based improvement strategies
to adjust to the needs of the children. As
well as assisting teachers with
implementing child participation
measures, the mechanism also offers
parents proposals with examples of how
to respect and listen to young children.
The mechanism has been recognised by
UNICEF in 2018.

This mechanism entails giving a Spain
certificate (stamp or 'sello’) to recognise mapping
the efforts and compromise of task

municipalities, municipality associations
(mancomunidades) and the government
to incorporate childhood and adolescence
at the centre of their political agenda. A
Friend(ly) city is one where children
priorities and rights are an integral part of
policies, programmes and public
decisions. The mechanism is organised by
a collaboration of stakeholder at national
and local level.

This mechanism involves collaboration
between national authorities (Spanish
UNICEF) and Ilocal authorities. It
recognises efforts and actions at the local
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PROS:

CONS:

PROS:

No cost / resources information.

While this mechanism is open only
to people aged 18-30, it still
represents an important example of
youth participation that may have
transferrable lessons for children’s
participation.

There is some evidence that this
mechanism has influence on the
decision-making processes, e.g.
securing an invite to UNCTAD
meetings to share youth views on
UNCTAD’s work; submit news to
UNCTAD on youth-related activities
in support of the SDGs.

It is not clear how children are
selected to take part in this
mechanism.
The effectiveness of this mechanism
is not clear.

A clear set of recommendations
emerging from this research

level to prioritise children’s rights in the
local policies and programmes. These
actions and programmes can cover a
diverse range of topics such as
environmental action, bullying /
cyberbullying and social media, refugee
children, discrimination, gender equality,
identity and diversity/ violence in the
family.

The stamp is awarded every 2 years and
has external evaluation to assess
effectiveness of initiative.

The last UNCTAD Youth Forum took
place in 2018 in Geneva, involving over
150 young people from across 70
countries.

It is a 5-day event held on a biannual
basis where young people aged 18-30
are invited to have an open and
interactive dialogue with global actors in
sustainable development via a series of
presentations, discussion panels and
workshops on various related topics. It is
organised and overseen by the UNCTAD
and UNCTAD Youth Network. There is
little information on the young people
that take part and how they are invited
to the event, but it is limited to those
aged 18-30. This appears to be a long-
term structure for youth participation,
with moderate evidence for changes to
policy and decision making.

This was a one-off series of consultations
during the COVID-19 outbreak. It was
conducted and overseen by World Vision

EU /
international

mapping
task

EU /
international

mapping
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CONS:

PROS:

mechanism can help shaping
effective and impactful children’s
consultations in the future. This
offers promise of transferability for
other stakeholders planning to
conduct similar children’s
consultations, evaluations and/or
studies on the impact of the COVID-
19 outbreak.

It was a cross-national consultative
process using innovative methods
(e.g. social media, WhatsApp,
Viber) to gather the views on the
COVID-19 outbreak, thus it offers
lessons how to use IT-enabled
communication technologies to
involve children.

Albeit the mechanism aimed to
include a diverse range of children,
all children were already part of
existing structures. As such, these

children might have already
demonstrated attitudes of
empowerment.

The impact of this mechanism is not
clear.
No cost / resources information

The mechanism serves as an
example of an inclusive and
democratic process involving
children aged 12-18 with quotas

task and
interviews

International, an international civil
society organisation.

The consultation included 101 children
and young people (58 girls and 43 boys)
between the ages of 8 and 18 from 13
countries: Albania, Bangladesh, Bosnia
and Herzegovina, Brazil, Democratic
Republic of Congo (DRC), Mali, Mongolia,
Nicaragua, Peru, Philippines, Romania,
Sierra Leone and Syrian refugee children
living in refugee camps near the Turkish-
Syrian border. 44% of participants were
aged 16-18; 41% were aged 14-15;
15% were aged 8-13. Selection criteria
considered gender, age, ability, religion,
geographic region, context (i.e. fragile
context representation), location (i.e.
rural versus urban areas), and ethnicity
to ensure diverse perspectives. Many
were members of World Vision’s Young
Leaders advocacy programme, while
others were active in child parliaments
and clubs in World Vision programme
areas.

The study also included young people as
peer researchers, while four children
were also included as part of a
consultation team to support adults.

A clear set of recommendations for
policy makers has been produced from
this research.

It is a structural mechanism involving
child parliamentarians elected through a
process through the year and meeting
for a week in November to convene on
issues. The mechanisms is adult-initiated

Cyprus

mapping
task
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CONS:

representative of the 5 districts of
Cyprus in the same proportion as
Cyprus House of Representatives. It
offers a promise of transferability
across other national contexts since
similar child parliament structures
already operate in other
regions/localities.

This mechanism seems to have high
impact & degree of influence as it
creates a permanent line of contact
between Cyprus House of
Representatives and the Children’s
Parliament. In addition, matters
arising at Children’s Parliament are
taken up twice a year by the
Ministry of Education and Culture
and progress of implementation is
also assessed.

No cost / resources information

(government) but the selection of issues
is child-led. There are no restrictions on
the range of topics as long as they relate
to children and their experiences.

It involves children aged 13 and over
recruited on voluntary bases, aiming to
be geographically and ethnically
representative.
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Table 11. Case studies selection criteria

Transferability Potential for

Primary
criterion

Primary
criterion

Primary
criterion

Secondary
criterion

Extent of
equal and
inclusive
participation
of children

Effectiveness

Purpose,
mode and
style of
participation

implementation in other
contexts

Children’s age (children up
to 13 y.o./ children 13+y.0
/ youth (typically children
16+y.0.)

Vulnerable /
disadvantaged children

Effects on children’s
participation levels

Effects on children’s
degree of influence

Participation as means vs.
ends

Regular / one-off / ad hoc
Stage of the policy process
Individual children vs.
structural / collective

action

Frequency

This criterion focuses on the lessons learned from this mechanism and the
potential transferability of it in other contexts.

This can also include examples of mechanisms that were implemented during
the COVID-19 pandemic and transferable lessons that can be carried forward
from this crisis to enable children’s participation more effectively in the
future.

This selection criterion will examine steps undertaken to ensure equal and
inclusive participation of all children.

We suggest that at least one case study is focused on aspects related to
vulnerability / disadvantage, highlighting promising examples of combating
discrimination and facilitating active inclusion of children from these groups.

Case study examples would be examined whether they resulted in the
improved current and future levels of children’s participation (short- and
long-term impact; effect on particular groups of children; individual and
collective participation levels).

Examples would be also examined against the degree of children’s influence
on decision-making, e.g. the extent to which children’s views and preferences
were respected and included in the policy change that have resulted from
children participation in this mechanism.

These selection criteria will provide coverage with respect to the nature and
on-the-ground implementation of the mechanism included in the case study.
It will examine the purpose of the mechanism (the extent to which it was a
means to an outcome, e.g. legal, political, social vs. an ends in and of itself,
e.g. enacting of child’s citizen-based or human rights-based right to
participate), the context of participation, the stage of the policy process
(design and planning, implementation, evaluation), the extent to which
children are active participants able to initiate and control the process vs.
participating in activities defined by other stakeholders). This aspect also
distinguishes between established and one-off mechanisms looking at issues
of sustainability and scalability for each respective example.

108



Study on child participation in EU political and democratic life

Secondary Participation Topic

The selection of case studies will ensure an even split between examples
criterion content

addressing different aspects of what children might be expressing an opinion
on; or what specific activity they might be participating in. Case studies will
also examine how issues/topics to focus were chosen or prioritised, and who
set the agenda (adults, children, in partnership).
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Table 12. Case study research approach

Desk
research

Interviews

Part of the desk research for the case studies has been conducted during the
mapping stage (Task 1). It supported identification of specific examples of
mechanisms that fulfil the selection criteria.

Once the children’s participation mechanisms have been selected for case
studies investigation, a further detailed review of policy, programme, and
implementation documents will be carried out, in parallel with any reports
that identify the evidence around the effectiveness of the respective
mechanism for improving children’s participation.

These documents include literature in English and national languages in the
selected countries and will be supported by national experts.

The desk research will be complemented with relevant stakeholder
interviews (1-2 per case study). The aim of these is to gain an in-depth
understanding of the working of each mechanism selected for the case
studies. This includes the way the selected mechanisms work in practice, the
barriers and facilitators they face in fostering inclusive and meaningful
children’s participation, and evidence of impact or effectiveness of the
approach, and the relevance and added-value of EU action. As such we hope
to speak to those involved in the design, implementation or evaluation of the
selected mechanisms and cover issues such as:

e Stakeholder’s background, experience with, and role in the
mechanism

e Factual overview of the mechanism (implementing entity, including
resources, governance, and key stakeholders; children and adult
populations involved, content /social and political issues / topics
addressed

e Driving forces, facilitators and barriers to impactful and inclusive
children’s participation

e Perspectives on the key features in the design, implementation and
evaluation of the mechanism, on-the-ground implementation,
experiences of participants

e Degree of influence on the lives of children/society/communities,
impact on children’s participation levels and children’s degree of
influence (policy changes that have resulted from children’s
participation in this mechanism)

e Existing evidence base, including definitions of, and approaches to
evidencing success

The project team will conduct the interviews, and, if needed, will be
supported by respective national experts.

Source: developed by RAND Europe.
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Table 13. A preliminary case study template

Description

e Short description of the mechanism, including type of
mechanism and the responsible entity.
Context

e Brief description of the international/national/regional/local
context and its influence on the mechanism, including
description of the key structures / processes for participation in
this context, and the level of commitment to take action on the
children’s right to participate.

Participants
e Characteristics of participants, including any targeting for
specific socio-demographic / vulnerabilities / disadvantage,
age groups, or other.

e Description of steps undertaken to ensure equal participation
of all children, i.e. participant recruitment approach, modes
of participation.

Participation process and content
e Purpose of participation (as means vs. ends).

e Format of participation (regular vs. one-off, structural /
collective action vs. individual children, stage of the policy
process).

e Topics covered, issues addressed, and the process by which
these are agreed upon, i.e. selection of topics and agenda
setting (child- vs. adult-led).

e What participation in the mechanism looks like for the
participant, including practical requirements, time
commitments, etc.

e Driving forces, facilitators and barriers to impactful and
inclusive children’s participation.

Effectiveness, impact and consequences
e Definitions of success, effectiveness and strength of evidence

e Impact on: the lives of children / society / communities,
children’s participation levels and children’s degree of
influence.

Transferability and lessons that can be drawn for EU / national
/ local approaches

e Lessons learned and potential for their transferability to
promote children’s participation in other contexts.

Sources

e List of sources
Source: developed by RAND Europe.
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Case studies narratives

This section presents long version of the case studies to complement short narratives
presented in the main body of the report.

Box 14. Case study: Children’s Parliament in France

Overview

This nationwide mechanism targets school children around the age of 10, in France and French
schools around the world, and aims to teach democratic debate and the understanding of law-
making processes. Children write law proposals consisting of four articles related to a theme
chosen annually. These articles go through a selection process by local and national authorities
and 4 finalists are chosen. Children then vote on these final four and select the winner, who is
awarded at the Children’s Parliament.

Established in 1994, it is run by the National Assembly. So far, four proposals have been made
into legislation and a further piece incorporated as part of legislation.

Context

The mechanism was originally designed and planned by the National Assembly in cooperation
with the Ministry for Education®®. Participation in the mechanism teaches the values of the French
Republic: Liberty, Equality and Fraternity®¢. The mechanism is part of civic and moral education,
which aims to teach children to respect others, and create a culture of citizenship?".

Evidence suggests that participation in the Children’s Parliament supports and cultivates a sense
of respect for the political system and the work of the political class, enabling children to
understand through experience the difficulties of coming to a consensus between over 500
participating children on a single law to be put forward by the Children’s Parliament®®. It helps
children understand (i) the process of legislation, (ii) that they have the right to participate in
this process as children, and (iii) their potential influence once they reach the age allowing them
to take part in elections®®.

The National Assembly is responsible for the implementation of this mechanism, in partnership
with the Ministry for Education, the French secular mission (La mission laique francaise — hereon
MLF), and the Agency for French Education Abroad (L’Agence pour |’'enseignement francais a
I"étranger — hereon AEFE)®°. Partnership with MLF and AEFE were established to coordinated
French schools overseas®!'.

Participants

The principle of adopting the law proposed by children began from the Parliament cycle that took
place in the 1994-1995 academic year®?. Participation in the Parliament to overseas French
schools commenced in 2012-2013 (18th cycle) and the use of electronic voting to select final
winning proposals commenced in the 19th cycle®. In addition, as noted by one interviewee, it is
important to engage children of this age range in this type of mechanism so they are familiar
with the process at a local and national level before they get involved in similar mechanisms at
the EU level when they are slightly older®4,

This mechanism is designed as part of the civics education of children in the the final year of
primary school (5th grade in CM2 - cours moyen 2éme année)®®. Children are about 10 years
old at this point. All CM2 classes from public and private schools are eligible to apply but only 2
CM2 classes per electoral district are selected to participate®'®. Annually, 577 classes participate
in the final elections of the Children’s Parliament®'’.

Although elementary schools include children of wide demographics, including children with
disabilities, interview findings suggest that there is low participation of marginalised or
disadvantaged children in this mechanism?®®. The interviewee suggested that in order to address
this challenge, better connections with specialist institutions could be made instead of relying
solely on the mainstream school system. In addition, another barriers to participating in this
programme is the reluctance of teachers to volunteer the classes for participation, either because
they are not aware of the mechanism, or may be reluctant to take on the extra workload®".
Engaging digital technologies to encourage different ways of submitting proposals could be also
a helpful step, according to this interviewee??.
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Participation process and content

The mechanism is a regular process, with a clearly defined structure and format. Each
participatory cycle lasts one academic year. At the beginning of the academic year, each teacher
receives a letter from the national assembly and Ministry for Education inviting participation in
the mechanism?®!. In November, the classes that wish to participate submit their candidacy by
writing a letter explaining their motivations to either their relevant department for national
education, the AEFE, or the MLF®?2, These institutions then choose which classes are to participate
in the Children’s Parliament??. The organising team from the National Assembly then sends them
materials and information on the process and information is made available on the website?*.
The selection criteria are as follows:

the proposition must relate to the annual topic,

it has to contain four articles maximum,

it must be a real creation of children that respect their reasoning and expression,

it is true to the reflections of the children on future problems of society, and

the proposition must translate into actionable measures®®.

The same school cannot be chosen for several years in a row®*. In the following February, each
of the selected CM2 classes is invited to propose a law and these proposals are then submitted
to an academic jury which subsequently chooses (between March and April) about 50-60
proposals and submits them to a national jury®’. The National jury then selects 4 proposals,
announces the finalists and asks them to submit their videos to accompany the vote. The final
list of 4 proposals is put online on the Children’s Parliament website and voting takes place in
May. The participating CM2 classes debate the proposals and vote to select the law to be proposed
by the Children’s Parliament. In the final step, the classes of the 4 finalist proposals convene at
the National Assembly (/’Assemblée Nationale) in June where the President of the National
Assembly and the Minister of Youth and National Education awards a prize to the winning team
(/a classe lauréate)®*. Representatives from the AEGE and MLF are also present on this day®®.
During the participation cycle, the selected classes draft a proposal law on a predetermined topic.
The children are able to discuss and debate this topic with their local MP, if they visit the school,
and with politicians if the school is one of the four finalists®*®. The children are neither involved in
suggesting nor selecting the overall theme but are able to choose the specifics of law proposal
they put forward®!. In 2019-2020, the topic to discuss is gender equality®3?. and previous topics
have included: the protection of biodiversity, effects of climate change on society, good use of
digital technologies, children’s rights, health and new technologies®s. During the cycle, the
schools may request that their local MP visit so they can talk to them about the role of an MP,
what they do every day, and the children may have a discussion with them about the theme
chosen for the Children’s Parliament that year®4. The participating classes also have the
opportunity to visit the meeting place of the National Assembly, the Bourbon Palace (/e Palais de
Bourbon), to further discover the workings of the Parliament and National Assembly®%. On the
final event day, the whole class from the 4 finalists spend the day at the Parliament and attend
a meetings with: the committee responsible for choosing the year’s theme, MPs, experts from
society concerning the year’s theme, the Minister of Education, and the President of the National
Assembly?®,

During the COVID19 crisis, this mechanism had already begun so the process stayed intact for
the most part except for the final day at Parliament®¥’. In lieu of this, the MP went to the classes
of the 4 finalists to debate what they thought of the other ideas®.

Materials to guide participation are made available through the official Children’s Parliament site
(www.parlementdesenfants.fr) and the Eduscolaire website, run by the Ministry for National
Education and Youth (www.eduscol.education.fr). Teachers from the classes are able to request
pedagogical material to help them support students in these activities and further information
about deadlines and processes are made available on the government’s Education Ministry
website and on the official Parlement des Enfants website®*. Separate sets of materials are
available for both the children and teachers. The children’s materials are presented in a child-
friendly manner, using accessible language, appealing visuals and formats (e.g. one resource is
presented as a comic strip)3.
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Effectiveness, impact and consequences
There is evidence that suggests that under this mechanism children can shape the law and policy
development, provided that their proposals are picked up by a national representative®*!. Four
proposals from the Children’s Parliament have been adopted as part of French law. Specifically:
e Law No. 96-1238 of 30 December 1996, relating to non-separation of siblings placed
in care, apart from exceptional cases®?,
e Law No. 98-381 of 14 May 1998, allowing orphan children to participate in the board
of guardians®*,
e Law No. 99-478 of 9 June 1999, to forbid the purchase of school furniture produced
by child labour in countries that do not respect children’s rights®*, and
e Law no. 2000-197 of 6 March 2000, relating to strengthening the involvement of
schools in preventing and detecting child abuse?®®.
Additionally, in the 12th cycle (2004-2005), the Children’s Parliament proposal to make the use
of biodegradable bags compulsory, as part of the fight against plastic pollution, was absorbed as
part of Article 47 of Law No. 2006-11 of 5 January 2006 on agriculture®,
Despite these legal and policy impacts, the reviewed literature identifies several aspects that
could further improve children participation in democratic life as part of this mechanism. Firstly,
some academics evaluate the Children’s Parliament processes as purely consultative. This is
because the voice of children in this mechanism is not binding and not guaranteed by law but is
dependent on the uptake by government officials. Secondly, previous research has also
suggested that children may have insufficient input in the decision-making in this mechanism
due to many processes being adult-led®’. For instance, the themes are pre-selected by adults
and the proposals put forward go through selection processes led by adults (except for the very
last stage). In addition, since the selection process (of participating children) occurs through
formal academic systems (schools, departments of education), some children may be left out
and the mechanism itself may not offer a true avenue for democratic expression and participation
in political life3*®. Furthermore, as the aim of the mechanism is focused on providing a lesson in
civic education rather than involving children in decision-making, there is still scope to strengthen
the role of the children’s parliament to fully encompass children’s participation in the democratic
and political life®®. Finally, as observed by one interviewee, the involvement of MPs could be seen
as a negative feature, where it may be interpreted as a political manoeuvre®.
Transferable lessons
There is no direct evidence on transferability but the concept of a Children’s Parliament is widely
used across countries in the EU. Whereas Children and Youth Parliaments in other member states
generally involve individual children from schools participating in an electoral process and
parliamentary debates akin to national Parliament, these programs are largely to train children
in the process of debating and democratic participation without necessarily being tailored to
involving children in influencing policy-making. France’s Children Parliament, on the other hand,
produces bills that can be directly taken up by political leaders and enable children to have direct
influence on policies.

Box 15. Case study: European Network of Young Advisors working with the
European Network of Ombudspersons for Children

Overview

Launched in 2010, European Network of Young Advisors (ENYA) is a child and youth participation
project facilitated via the European Network of Ombudspersons for Children (ENOC).

Children and young people take part in ENOC activities to share their experience and to give
Ombudspersons for Children a sense of what matters concern them and how to ensure the
protection and promotion of their rights as guaranteed by the UNCRC?®'.

Context

Established in 1997, ENOC is a not-for-profit association of independent children’s rights
institutions (ICRIs), whose mandate is to facilitate the promotion and protection of the rights of
children, as formulated in the UNCRC.
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ENYA is a child participative project, facilitated through membership to ENOC, that provides
children and young people the opportunity to be heard at the European level, in line with Article
12 of the UNCRC. The project operates with the financial support of the European Commission.
ENYA aims to ensure a meaningful and effective participation of children by allowing them to
voice their opinion on the thematic issues addressed simultaneously by ENOC. The idea behind
the ENYA project is that ENOC’s policy statements, addressing a specific child rights area (one
thematic priority area is extensively addressed every year), are informed and influenced by the
views of children and young people from across the ENOC membership
Children have the opportunity to express their concerns and views regarding their rights, to
make their proposals heard, and to participate in the elaboration of common
recommendations®>2.
Recent ENYA projects have focused on topics such as children’s rights in decision-making,
children’s rights in the digital environment, and mental health?,
Participants
All children under the age of 18 living in the ENOC member countries can participate in ENYA
projects®*. Participation in the ENYA project is open to all ENOC members following an open call
for interest. For the sake of quality of the project management and outcomes, the number of
participating countries may be limited to 15 up to 17 maximum.
For example, children and young people from Azerbaijan, Belgium (French speaking
community), Cyprus, Georgia, Italy, Malta, Spain (Catalonia and Basque country), and the UK
(Northern Ireland and Scotland) participated in the 2018 edition of ENYA’s ‘Let’s Talk Young,
Let’s Talk about mental health’ project. ENOC members participating in the ENYA project are
encouraged to involve as much as possible children and young people from as various
backgrounds as possible, and whenever possible children directly affected by the issue at stake.
ENYA participants are recruited through previously set up processes at their respective
Ombudsperson for Children’s level. In some cases, the Ombudsperson for Children’s office may
seek assistance from other child rights organizations operating in their country or national youth
agencies to reach out to children®>.
Participation process, content and format
The format and design of the ENYA project have changed over the years and currently the way
and level of engagement with children and young people can be described as follows: once the
group of ENYA participants is set up at countries’ level, ENYA Coordinators (project dedicated
staff at Ombudspersons for Children’s offices) lead a number of domestic activities (usually
taking place between February and June) on the priority area; then ENYA country teams elect
two young people to represent them at the joint ENYA Annual Forum (in June-July) where young
people present the outcomes of their country activities and collate domestic findings into
common recommendations on the issue at stake; then one young person per country among
those who have participated in the ENYA Forum is elected (by peers) to participate at the ENOC
Annual Conference (September-October) where the young people present the ENYA
recommendations and lead the main parts of the Conference related to the annual theme. It
should be noted that the ENOC Annual Conference is the main annual event of the Network and
the one where the outcomes of the annual priority theme are disseminated. The ENYA
recommendations are integrated in the ENOC policy position statement on that year’s topic®®.
Project work:
Past projects focused on a wide range of topics:
e ENYA 2013: Children on the move: children first!” (concerning refugees, children
affected by migration, asylum seekers, trafficked children and Roma children),
e ENYA 2014: ‘Austerity bites: children’s voices’,
e ENYA 2015: 'Let’s talk young, let’s talk about violence’,
e ENYA 2016: ‘Equal opportunities in Education’,
e ENYA 2017: ‘The Road to Rio: exploring and empowering youth identity and
relationships’ (relationship and sexuality education was the main theme of the project),
e ENYA 2018:’Let’s talk young, let’s talk about mental health’, and
e ENYA 2019: 'Let’s talk young, let’s talk about children’s rights in the digital
environment’>’,
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For instance, in 2017, at the first phase of the project, there were between four and six physical
meetings conducted with young people in participating countries. Those meetings made use of
a large number of participation tools put in place by ENYA coordinators (national child
participation officers), including group discussions with independent experts, drama techniques,
freeze framing, theatrical plays of fictional stories, writing and singing songs, rap songs®®. In
2018, ENYA country teams conducted between six and ten physical meetings with young people
using formats such as group discussions with relevant experts in the field, arts, writing and
singing songs, setting up different plays and stories, visiting a specialised museum on mental
health and others®®. ENYA projects have also taken the form of youth fora’®. All these forms
were used to collect and reflect participating young people's views and stories.

Youth Advisory Panels (YAP): these are created by most of ENOC member institutions. These
youth bodies, acting in an advisory capacity to the Ombudsperson for children, are integrated
in the general structure of Ombudspersons for children’s offices and have an overall
understanding of their functions, activities, and challenges they face.

Depending on the theme and on the operational model and capacity of country offices, young
people can also be specially recruited to take part in the ENYA project. This is often the case
when the Ombudsperson for Children's Office in a particular country does not have a permanent
YAP or when the YAP has a different thematic agenda. Participation officers within participating
ENOC members’ offices are designated as "ENYA Coordinators” in order to liaise between ENYA's
operational team on one side and young people on the other. ENYA Coordinators have an
important role in securing the successful completion of the 1st phase of the implementation of
the ENYA project consisting in a series of meetings and relevant activities at country level aiming
at helping the young people to express an informed view on the priority theme. The ENYA
Coordinators also accompany and support the young people participating in the ENYA Annual
Forum.

The first ENYA Forum, a one day event, was held in 2010 in Strasbourg at the same time as the
ENOC 2010 Annual Conference. For the first time the ENYA group had the opportunity to present
to ENOC their recommendations related to the four focus issues for that year - education,
privacy and risks related to the use of new technologies, health and violence®®'.

Two key facilitators of the ENYA projects have been the support of the EC and the underpinning
of the UNCRC??, The former support has been provided in the form of financial aid for the ENOC
work programme, which has been co-funded by the European Union’s Rights, Equality and
Citizenship Programme (REC 2014-2020). Another driving force has been the possibility for
ENYA to build exclusively on the network of member states established by ENOC and thus reach
out to children and young people from different geographical areas®®.

According to one EU-level interviewee, the main barrier for an impactful children’s participation
via ENYA structures includes the difficulties around allowing children to set the agenda or select
discussion topics, particularly about aspects adults do not want to involve children in®+,
Moreover, as also noted by the same interviewee, although evaluation forms are given out to
children on the final day of ENYA events, the available evidence suggests that these findings,
as well as the outcome of theirrecommendations, are not communicated to children?®.

Some ENYA projects also brought tangible results. For instance, at the back of the 2013 ENYA
project ‘Children on the move’ ENOC produced a documentary film collecting the experiences of
children who were affected by the migration. The film had its premiere at the European
Parliament on the occasion of the 17th ENOC Annual Conference in September 2013. Following
this, all ENOC members disseminated the film in their home countries and the ENOC Bureau
also shared the film across EU institutions and agencies, as well as with the Council of Europe
and the UN Commissioner for Human Rights.

Effectiveness, impact and consequences

There is some evidence that suggests that this mechanism has some impact.

In 2017, ENYA focused on relationship and sexuality education which resulted in a series of
national consultations on the matter®®. While the outcomes of these consultations varied
between countries®’, all participating member countries agreed with the children to ‘translate’
this work in a written recommendations format, which were addressed first to ENOC and then
to national, European and international authorities8®8,

Children participating in ENYA 2019 made their own report on children’s rights in the digital
environment and presented it to government departments in one interviewee’s country.
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Following this a high-level meeting was held in February 2020 which resulted in 35 organisations
from across the country signing a commitment statement to work towards promoting and
protecting children’s rights in the digital environment)86°. In the same country children involved
in ENYA 2019 presented their recommendations to, amongst others, the President of Parliament,
Ministers and leaders of governmental agencies and NGO’s. This is an example of a possible
impact of this mechanism on policy.

One interviewee also offered some information on the mechanism’s impact. According to this
interviewee, a concrete policy change was facilitated via ENYA’s 2019 project focusing on
children’s rights in the digital environment. As part of this project, children wrote a chapter in a
national report on self-harm and presented it at the project’s final conference in that country.
This presentation and the accompanying report were picked up by the government’s health
representatives and they invited the children to a meeting to discuss it more extensively.
Subsequently, a section on self-harm online was added to the new action plan on suicide in that
country. This exemplifies how young people are crucial in setting the agenda on this topic®”°.
According to the same interviewee, having the children themselves present their findings to
policymakers has also been said to have had a powerful impact, far more than if representative
adults were to deliver them in their place®’!.

In addition, the same interviewee reported how participation in ENYA projects equips children
with knowledge about how organisations work and how decisions are made®’2,

Transferable Lessons

The work of ENYA points to a number of aspects that could be transferable into other
contexts. The ENYA project includes direct involvement of children in project activities, in
building up and presenting project outputs. This mechanism also constitutes an example of
producing engaging research and consultation outputs (e.g. a film screening) to gain interest,
attention and commitment of policymakers who may have the power to take action and
implement new policies.

One EU-level interviewee felt that having a member of staff dedicated to children’s
participation and a dedicated funding can further strengthen and encourage the growth of
mechanisms in member states?®”.

ENYA further conveys the necessity of creating strong links between authorities at the local,
national and EU level. ENYA structure shows that it is possible to involve a variety of
stakeholders to work effectively and collaboratively towards a common goal. On one hand,
this supports and strengthens child participation structures at local and national level, and, at
the same time, it also contributes to the EU- and international-level developments (e.g. via
CoE).

As one interviewee put it, 'we cannot expect children to have an opinion on the European level
if they haven't felt it at the local level. That’s what’s good about the ENYA project, that
children get to talk about it at a national level and then take that to the European level?®™,

Box 16. Case study: The Little Embassy

Overview

The Little Embassy ("De Kleine Ambassade”) is a foundation that aims to enable children to
discover and experience how they can contribute as active citizens to their surroundings®”. The
foundation initiates projects, but also implements projects commissioned by its partners,
including companies, schools and town councils in the Netherlands. The Foundation mostly
operates in the area around Schiedam.

Context

The Little Embassy was founded in 2014. The foundation emerged out of two organisations: Aunt
Yo ("Tante Yo"”), which specialised in communication and media, and Foundation Kick'r (“Stichting
Kik’r"), which focused on children’s participation®¢. The foundation currently consists of a team
of 17 professionals, including people with a background in education, communication,
policymaking, film production and graphic design (De Kleine Ambassade 2020b). The number of
projects the foundation organises has increased over time: in 2014 the Foundation organised 20
projects and 40 projects in 2019%7,
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The foundation is located in Schiedam, a town in the south west of the Netherlands between The
Hague and Rotterdam. In 2019, out of 79 thousand citizens of Schiedam, just over 7 thousand
were primary school children (usually aged 3 to 12) and nearly 4 thousand children in secondary
education (usually aged 12 to 18)%5,

One of the goals of the Schiedam municipality is to empower citizens, including children and
youth?”. The municipality therefore financially supports organisations such as the Little Embassy
that design and implement programmes and initiatives fostering participation®?,

The foundation also receives financial support from other foundations, donations and clients®®!.
The main goal of The Little Embassy foundation is to enable children to actively participate in
society?®?. In this respect, the foundation and its partners develop projects and educational
programmes allowing children to explore specific issues, such as waste sorting, organisation of
cultural events, such as a local movie festival, and the prevention of bullying®3. Participating in
projects equips children with knowledge and experience how to express their opinion and provide
advice to the municipalities or companies on the issue(s) they have studied®“. The Little Embassy
team, in turn, ensures the children’s advice is heard by the relevant actors, such as the
municipality and companies, for example through a youth council such as the Shell Moerdijk
youth council, or conversations between the children and local politicians®>. Depending on the
project, the foundation may be involved in the translation of the children’s advice into policies,
follow up with children informing them on progress how the children’s advice is being used, and
provide feedback to children®®,

Participants

Children and adolescents between 8 and 27 years old can participate in the Little Embassy
projects, but the majority of projects is focussed on children between 9 and 12 years old living
in the area around Schiedam®’. The foundation assesses that their work reaches all children in
primary schools and a large share of teenagers in the Schiedam area’®®.

The foundation aims to involve children coming from different backgrounds, such as refugee
children and children with special needs (e.g. children with a physical disability, mental disorder
or learning disability)®”. If needed, the foundation adjusts its projects to allow all children to
participate. For instance, the foundation can provide extra explanations about the project,
contact parents or discuss the project with a teacher®®.

Before commencing individual projects, the Little Embassy undertakes some steps to ensure
equal participation of all children. Firstly, it assesses best strategies on how to inform, recruit
and involve relevant children. Children can be recruited in various ways, for example through
key figures, such as popular teachers or the Dutch Refugee Council, social media and workshops
at schools®!. Once the project participants are selected, the foundation also decides how to
inform wider stakeholders (other people in the local area) about the projects and their outcomes,
which can include the results of a survey on being young in Schiedam or the advice of a municipal
youth council®2,

Participation process and content

The foundation’s goal is to show children and youth how they can make a difference in their
society???. The foundation tries to achieve this goal through a variety of projects covering diverse
topics, including citizenship, environment, economy, rights, bullying, poverty, health, literacy,
rights, art and culture®. The organisation also tries to present children with real-life issues®>.
and issues that are interesting for children’’.

The Little Embassy initiates projects (including projects based on suggestions of children), but
also implements project commissioned by its partners®”’. The foundation always has an initial
conversation with its partners about the project to ensure that children will actually be able to
have an impact. One interviewee emphasised that participation does not consist of having a
structured mechanism like a youth council but it should ensure that children have a voice®s.
The foundation’s children and youth councils examine the Little Embassy’s projects, provide
advise how the foundation can improve its projects and how to develop a better connection with
children?®”,

Most of the foundation’s projects are structural and run regularly or continuously, but some are
one-off events. An example of a structural event is the children’s municipal council in Schiedam®®.
In 2019, the council was formed for the fifth time. The project involved 35 classes from 21
schools in 9 different areas of the town. Over the course of two years, 800 children were trained
about local democratic institutions and how children can participate in the local decision-making.
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Two meetings were held between the youth council and citizens of Schiedam about the future of
the town. The final suggestions of the children’s council on sustainability and outdoor space were
considered in the Housing vision of Schiedam for 2030.

Another example of a multi-annual project is ‘Garbage the Challenge’ (“Afval the Challenge”).
The project aims to raise awareness about waste sorting. In 2016, children in Schiedam,
supported by the foundation, developed a plan to reduce waste in Schiedam to 160 kilos per
person per year by 2020. In 2019 this goal was not yet achieved as the amount of waste per
citizen had decreased to 186 kilos, but the project has led to an overall reduction in waste in the
local area.

An example of a one-off event is a workshop on youth participation in the municipality
Heemstede. The foundation organised a workshop about youth participation for 23 civil servants
and members of the municipal council. The outcome of this workshop was an agreement among
the participants that children’s and youth participation in decision-making is valuable. The
participants therefore decided to consider how children and youth could be provided with more
opportunities to actively contribute to the decision-making in their municipality.

The Little Embassy’s annual reports outline the results of every project. However, children and
young people’s views on these results are not captured, and neither are the long-term effects of
the projects. Recently, the foundation started using evaluation cards to ask children and teachers
at the end of every project how they evaluate the projects and what they have learned from it*'.
Additionally, the foundation has conversations with its partners to reflect on the projects.

At the same time, according to the foundation, one of the main remaining barriers to children’s
participation are the attitudes of adult stakeholders, with policymakers often forgetting to
capture the views and opinions of children, even though they develop and implement policies
that concern children®®?. Moreover, some policymakers and organisations want to involve
children in decision-making, but do not want to pay for professional support, such as support
from the foundation, for children’s participation®®. Finally, the foundation indicated that many
government institutions believe that children and teenagers do not want to participate. One
interviewee considered it a missed opportunity, as the foundation found in their local survey
that 40% of the teenagers wants to give input on local issues®*.

Effectiveness, impact and consequences

In general, most of the available documents evidencing project work have been produced by
the foundation itself. Some of these sources suggest that there has been tangible impact from
the Little Embassy projects. For instance, as a result of implementing the foundation’s projects
on garbage, waste sorting increased in Schiedam?°>. In addition, a quality mark for
playgrounds was developed for the municipality in response to a request from the youth council
(set up by the foundation) asking for better playgrounds in Schiedam®°¢. Overall, the available
evidence suggests that by teaching children about local issues and actively engaging children
and teenagers in participatory projects, project participants are becoming more aware about
their role as active stakeholders and about opportunities to get involved at the local level*.
One interviewee explained that the team’s expertise in teaching and media in combination with
civil servants and organisations who are committed to children’s participation contribute to the
success of projects®®,

Transferable Lessons

The work of the Little Embassy offers several lessons that could be transferable to other
foundations with similar goals. Firstly, the Little Embassy works closely together with local and
national partners to develop and implement their projects. In this way, the foundation’s projects
are well-embedded in the local contexts answering to the real needs of the local population. This
highlights the importance of partnership, especially at the local level.

In addition, the foundation encourages children and youth to be active actors at the local level,
e.g. expressing their views and suggestions via the work of youth councils. Other municipalities
could use a similar approach to foster and embed children’s participation at a local level’®.
Finally, the foundation indicates that working with professionals, who are trained in
communication or teaching, in an organisation can make it easier to reach children and to enable
them to participate in decision-making®'’.
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Box 17. Case study: Everyday life - La Vida Cotidiana

Overview

La Vida Cotidiana is a programme that enables the participation of children aged 0-6 in daily
life decisions, such as nutrition, how their spaces are created and organized, and their
interpretation of current events that affect them. The programme focuses on teaching children
what participation means in practice.

The programme is administered in four early childhood centres in Granada in four municipalities
(Escuelas Infantiles Municipales) run by the Granada Educa Foundation (Fondacion Granada
Educa)’''. The Granada Educa Foundation was established in 2008 by the Granada City Council
to gain deeper understanding about the education of children aged 0-6 in the city of Granada
and to provide quality early childhood education and care (ECEC) in Granada®?. La Vida Cotidian
is an example of a good practice in the UNICEF Child-Friendly Cities initiative®.

Context

La Vida Cotidiana was a one of the initiatives taken by the Granada municipality to receive the
Child-Friendly City Stamp (Sello de Ciudad Amiga de la Infancia) as part of the Spanish UNICEF
Child-Friendly Cities initiative’¢. A child-friendly city is one where children priorities and rights
are an integral part of policies, programmes and public decisions’’®. The certification (stamp or
'sello') recognises the efforts of municipalities, municipality associations (mancomunidades)
and the government to incorporate childhood and adolescence at the centre of their political
agenda’®. A child-friendly city receives the Child-Friendly City Stamp, which is a certification
that is valid for 4 years’’. The Child-Friendly Cities Initiative in Spain is organised by the
Spanish UNICEF committee in collaboration with the Ministry of health, consumption and social
wellbeing (Ministerio de Sanidad, Consumo y Bienestar Social), the Federation of Minicipalities
and provinces (Federacion Espafola de Municipios y Provincias), and the IUNDIA (Instituto
Universitario de Necesidades y Derechos de la Infancia y la Adolescencia).

La Vida Cotidiana is thus a local-level initiative, functioning in four select early childhood
education and care (ECEC) centres and the programme is administered by professionals working
in these ECEC settings. The children participate to their own ECEC settings.

La Vida Cotidiana is an initiative stemming from the Childhood and Adolescence Plan of the
Granada municipality®'®. For Granada, the municipal action plan also serves as guidance for the
operationalising of the child-friendly initiatives such as La Vida Cotidiana®"”.

Participants

The programme is aimed at children aged 4 months to 6 years who attend four early childhood
centres in Granada (Escuelas Infantiles Municipales, or EIM) that are connected to the Granada
Educa Foundation. These are EIM Arlequin, EIM Belén, EIM Duende, and EIM Luna®®.
Participation process and content

By providing participation mechanisms that are built into the daily lives of children and impact
their everyday reality, children learn about and gain familiarity with participating in decisions
impacting their lives. The objective of the programme is to ensure that all children enjoy the
right to a high quality childhood and education from birth. The quality and characteristics of
education they receive in ECEC is thus important. The programme seeks to:

e Promote incorporating the active listening of children in educational practice. i.e.
ensuring children participate and that their opinions are taken into account to make
decisions that influence their daily experience,

e Enable parents and teachers to support this process and offer parents proposals with

examples of how to respect and listen to young children,

Facilitate the development of children towards independence,

Create a community feeling between children, families and centre professionals,
Develop educational strategies that foster listening to children,

Promote evaluation/research-action (i.e. linking research and action) between
professionals and schools, to implement evidence based improvement strategies to
adjust to the needs of the children.

La Vida Cotidiana seeks to foster child participation, development and autonomy through three
specific strategies®?'.
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1) “The command”: building inter-age networks (La comanda): This strategy entails
having two children (or a small group of children) from the older age groups go around
the classrooms in the centre (so also to the younger classes) before lunch time to
check how many kids are present and whether anyone has special dietary requests for
the day. They provide this information to the kitchen. In this way, the children play a
role in a daily (important) activity (that is nutrition). Then the two children that did the
task delegate/select the next two kids that will be in charge the next day.

2) “Today at school”: listening to the interest of children (E/ hoy de escuela). This
strategy is about capturing interesting events/news that happened in the school. The
children need to identify what news/information they want to share, then they prepare
a news panel. The children act as interpreters/translators of the reality at the centre.
The activity seeks to favour the group and relationships between the children at the
centre. It also helps in getting information to the children families about what is
happening at the centre, something that can help foster a sense of community at the
centre.

3) “Work project”: Imagine, dream, devise... a patio (Proyectos de trabajo - Imaginar,
sofar, idear... un patio): This strategy entails involving the children in
designing/shaping the playground. The children at the centre prepare plans/maps of
the layout of the playground, i.e. how they would like it to look. They make not only
maps but also small scale representations of the 'dream playground'. Currently, the
four centres are revising their infrastructure. Two of these centres have actively
involved (consulted) the children aged 3-6 to make decisions on the changes they will
make on the spaces.

Effectiveness, impact and consequences

Evidence of this mechanisms’ effectiveness and impact is limited. However, the organisers
monitor the mechanisms via built-in evaluations which amount to a continuous feedback loop
as part of the childhood centres’ overall learning strategies. La Vida Cotidiana was an adult-
initiated initiative, and the programme cyclically collects feedback from adults (participating
ECEC professionals, parents and carers) and children (through conversation, notes, drawings)
in order to improve the programme. The interpretation of feedback and consequent courses of
action are then decided upon by the adult ECEC professionals. Evaluation materials report that
the programme has increased children’s self-esteem and confidence, that children show adults
what they know and that they have an opinion on what happens to themselves, that they can
participate, and that daily activities serve as a medium to transition slowly towards
independence until they become 6 years-old?*.

Transferable Lessons

There is no formal evidence for transferability but this is a 'compact' idea that could be adopted
in other ECEC centres in Spain and across the EU MS. As this mechanism in implemented in the
ECEC centres, there is a relatively low cost of implementation as such centres operate in
(nearly) all countries. This is because this programme relies on many typical activities in ECEC
so it would require an adaptation of the existing curricula and current models of working rather
than a completely new set-up and learning plans.

Box 18. Case study: ‘Experts by Experience’

Overview

‘Experts by experience”??, sometimes referred to as ‘Young Advisors’, are terms used in Finland to
describe children and young people who are consulted, primarily by the Ombudsperson for
Children, on a specific policy or topic due to personal experience of being in a particular situation,
e.g. in the care system, being a migrant or asylum seeker. The children and young people are
chosen to represent diverse groups, including those from minority backgrounds. These experts can
also provide peer support to other children and young people going through similar experiences to
them®*,

Context
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The 2011 Council of Europe’s report on ‘Child and youth participation in Finland’ influenced the
development of the young advisors initiative. Developed together with the in-country review
team, this report was part of a policy review on the implementation of the UNCRC's Article 12
across Council of Europe member states. The work on the Finnish version of the report included a
focus group of 6 children and young people, aged between 10 and 21. During the focus group
discussions, children talked about their own experiences and the everyday activities in which
they are involved. They also discussed whether or not adults listened to them, and when that
was not the case, they thought of solutions on how to improve it.

To ensure children’s participation, the report recommended to invite children and young people as
experts from the start of the decision making process. The report suggested that children can be
involved in participation mechanisms on three different levels: as clients, as experts, and as
citizens. In this respect, the report suggested arranging new focus groups when children are
consulted as experts on a particular topic, and holding collective consultations with child experts
to give a ‘wider perspective’ on the views of different groups of children®.

The children’s consultations with ‘experts by experience’ are primary conducted by the Office of
the Ombudsperson for Children®?.

Participants

The experts by experience initiative has involved a wide range of participants. Consultations have
included children who have experienced domestic violence, children who live in foster care, care
homes and institutions, children of prisoners, indigenous Saami children and children of
migrants®”’. For instance, children with experience of the care system were involved in the re-
design of the Child Welfare Act to better meet the needs of young people leaving the care system,
and former asylum seeking children were involved in the creation of videos and other educational
material for newly arriving migrants and asylum seeking children.

Over recent years, there have been efforts to ensure that ‘experts by experience’ are recruited
from all over Finland. As the Local Government Act from 2015 has obliged each municipality in
Finland to form its own youth council, this participatory mechanism facilitates liaison with youth
structures at the municipal level across the country, including ‘*hard-to-reach’ populations in the
northern territories such as Lapland. There is also evidence showing that the Ombudsperson’s
office recruits experts by experience through liaising with primary and secondary schools®?.
Participation process and content

Experts by experience work via thematic groups and fora and actively participate and support the
Ombudsperson across all stages of policy planning, implementation and evaluation®”®. The
Ombudsperson for Children consults 4-5 groups of these child experts each year. At the hearings,
children and young people share their past experiences and episodes from their daily lives. Their
experience is then used in the work of the Ombudsperson for Children, for example in statements
concerning the lives of children and young people. This work is guided by objectives set out by
Maria Kaisa Aula, the former Ombudsperson for Children. She prioritised working with experts by
experience because children can ‘provide very useful guidance to adults who develop these general
and special services”®. In addition, as explained by one interviewee: ‘this model of young advisors
is used in the Ombudsperson’s office to find out what children think about different themes, what
they think about their everyday life. One of the important tasks we have is to convey children’s
views to decision makers™3!,

The content and topics of consultations with experts by experience were set up by the
Ombudsperson and in consultations with children. The 2012 article written by the former
Ombudsperson for Children recommended that children should be consulted on the following areas
of interests: day-care, school, public transport, library, sports. In addition, the article also
mentioned the need to consult children who have had a ‘different range of experiences’ i.e. those
who have stayed in foster care or alternative care, children with parents in prison, children who
have experienced domestic abuse and children with disabilities. This ‘wish-list” of topics of interest
was extended during meetings with children. In 2012 the Ombudsperson conducted a study
involving surveys with Finnish primary and secondary children and asked them about suggestions
for improvements in their schools. This included aspects related to food, breaks, discipline,
decoration and activities®?.

In this respect, the Ombudsperson collects data from experts by experience using surveys, peer
support groups and focus groups, as a way to channel children’s feedback and ideas. Participation
also took the form of unannounced Ombudsperson visits to foster units, to hear from the child
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residents themselves (rather than only communicating with social workers, as was the case
before). There is, however, no known evidence that the children themselves were involved in the
development of the experts by experience initiative, or initiated any of the consultations with the
Ombudspersons

Furthermore, the Ombudsperson’s visit to a child foster unit sparked debates about the quality of
institutions and issues with the Child Welfare Act, particularly the aftercare children receive one
they turn 18 years old. In anticipation of this event, the older children living at the institutions met
with the Ombudsperson and argued that they thought this age was too low because even though
they do not want to be looked after anymore they realised that they still need support. As a result
of this consultation, in 2020 the law changed, increasing the age limit to 25, requiring social
services to provide help with educating and housing, among other things®>.

Facilitators and barriers

This mechanism was established upon the CoE’s study recommendation regarding child experts
(at the backing of the UNCRC's Article 12), and due to the mandate and commitment of the first
Finnish Ombudsperson for Children, Maria Kaisa Aula. In addition, as highlighted by one
interviewee, the lobbying of child welfare NGOs was also one of the key driving forces. This was in
particular in relation to the reform of the Child Welfare Act that established structures (such as a
student council in every school and a youth council in every municipality) that facilitate recruitment
and selection of experts by experience from across all Finish regions®*.

The main barriers include a lack of policies that support all children and provide opportunities for
all children to participate, also at the EU level. As noted by one interviewee, the EU has policies to
support vulnerable children, but wider initiatives supporting the needs of all children are still
missing®*®. This echoes remarks made by the former Ombudsperson, who claimed the EU was
missing the ‘big picture’ and failed to communicate that objectives relating to children’s
participation should be prioritised in all member states®®. Consequently, as observed by an
interviewee from the national government in Finland, politicians and the general public were still
not sufficiently familiar with the concept of children’s rights and did not incorporate the perspective
and views of children across all policy-making activities®”’. Instead, as suggested by this
interviewee, children’s participation was perceived as a ‘hobby’ practised by those who had a
special interest in the topic.

Another barrier is a lack of awareness among children about the participatory mechanisms. This is
particularly a challenge for vulnerable children who, according to the former Ombudsperson, have
no knowledge of special services for young people outside of school (e.g. the youth councils) and
rarely approach them on their own®®. Some interviewees also pointed to this challenges of
children’s representation because young advisors are recruited mainly through the youth councils,
and the council members are unlikely to be vulnerable or disadvantaged®®. Moreover, the experts
by experience have also lamented the frequency with which they are invited to the place of the
politicians, rather than the politicians coming to where they are’®. This also creates a barrier for
younger children who, because of their age, are not able to be part of the council structure®.
Moreover, in Finland, the experts by experience mechanism (as most other mechanisms) are still
predominantly adult-led*?. This relates to the format and content of children’s consultation, e.g.
the selection of topics, format of meetings etc.

There are also barriers in terms of translating complex child rights laws into the language of
children, which can lead to conflict when children feel their advice and views are not being taken
into account’.

This consultation led to the publication of a book written by the children themselves®*. The children
could process their ideas during the writing workshops with a Swedish novelist. Many blog posts
and messages were posted on social media following the publication of the book, and according to
this interviewee, it was indicating that the book was an eye-opener for those who were not aware
of how children themselves felt about the condition of their care homes and the quality of care
they received.

Effectiveness, impact and consequences

There is no formal evidence of the effectiveness or impact of this mechanism available. This
section, however, presents views of interviewees on the mechanism’s impact.

According to one expert interviewee, one of the most notable contributions of this mechanisms
were the consultation with children living in foster care. Firstly, as noted by this interviewee, this
consultation led to the reform to the Children Welfare Act extending aftercare up to the age of 25.
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The lobbying for this legislative change started around 2015 with a public campaign initiated by
social workers, NGOs and experts by experience indicating that child welfare needed more
resources. It culminated with the Ombudsperson’s consultation with children that had lived in
foster care who shared their personal experiences and provided suggestions how to improve the
situation of children who were still part of the system®5. As a result, the Children Welfare Act
extended the age for aftercare meaning that young people until the age of 25 would now qualify
to receive financial and psychological support.

An interviewee representing a children’s rights organisation suggested that the children’s accounts
of their experiences in care also led to a meeting in parliament on the topic®®.

According to this interviewee, the contribution of the experts by experience initiative can also be
considered in terms of the personal impact on the participating children and adult stakeholders.
The interviewee observed that the child experts felt empowered, as they were revisited months
after the participation event and were ‘still speaking about it and how it helped boost their
confidence®. This interviewee reported that several of these experts by experience have since
trained to become social workers themselves®#®. Finally, the interviewee also observed that
politicians and policymakers, who took part in such events, ‘echoed the children’s ideas’, shared
them with others and stated ‘how they will implement them”.

Transferable lessons

This case study illustrates that it is possible to involve children in all stages of policy development
- from the initial stage of identifying the challenges, to proposing solutions and working with other
stakeholders to implement and evaluate the specific change. However, as note by one
interviewee’’, the possibilities for idea sharing and working together require a common working
platform for children and adults, and for such structures to reach out to vulnerable children not
typically heard at policy level.

In terms of methods of participation within this mechanism, as suggested by interviewees®!, the
creative writing workshop helped facilitate this inclusion by creating child-friendly space to allow
children reflect on their experiences. Moreover, publishing their views in the form of creative
writing seemed to have contributed to stimulating wider media and public interest in their stories.

Box 19. Case study: Consultation on the UNCRC in Germany

Overview

The objective of this process was to give children the opportunity to share their impressions on
progress made on the UNCRC implementation in Germany. All children living in Germany were
eligible to take part in this participatory process. Children could participate through a variety of
methods, such as a national-wide survey and report writing, organised over the course of one year
by a project core team comprised of both children and adults. The process was initiated by the
Network for the Implementation of the UNCRC: National Coalition Germany®>2. The final report,
which was co-produced by children, was shared with the United Nations Committee on the Rights
of the Child.

Context

Germany signed the UNCRC in 1992. According to Article 44 of the Convention, each signatory
country is required to provide the United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child with a
report on progress of the implementation of the convention every five years®?. Germany submitted
a combined version of the 3™ and 4™ report in 2014°*, and a combined version of its 5" and 6%
report in 2019°°. The German Children Fund produced a child-friendly version of this report®. In
parallel to the national governments’ report submission, other stakeholders with relevant
expertise, such as domestic non-governmental children’s rights organisations, also submit reports
to the UN Committee®’. This process enables the UN Committee to examine different perspectives
on the progress made in Germany on the implementation of the convention, as well as areas for
improvement.

The Network for the Implementation of the UNCRC - National Coalition Germany [hereinafter
‘National Coalition’] submitted their own report, complimentary to the national government
report®?. In addition, the National Coalition of Children’s Rights in Germany, which is a network of
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more than 100 child-rights organisations across Germany, works to produce a report that is co-
produced by children®”. The National Coalition was founded in 1995 by a group of civil society
organisations under the name Arbeitsgemeinschaft fir Kinder- und Jugendhilfe — AGJ [Working
group for child and youth welfare] when the first monitoring report of the CRC was to be
submitted®®. Since 2013, the network is known by its aforementioned name and functions as an
independent association. The coalition is funded by the Federal Ministry for Families, Senior
Citizens, Women and Youth®!,

Thus far, the National Coalition has produced two children’s rights reports which were co-produced
by children. The first children rights report was produced in 2010. This case study outlines the
consultations for the second children rights report. The report was launched in November 2019 by
the Federal Minister for Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women and Youth in Germany’?2. A
delegation of children presented the report to the UN Committee for the Rights of the Child in
2020,

Participants
In line with the CRC, this mechanism targeted children under the age of 18. It was important to
the organisers that there were very few barriers to participation, for instance children were not
required to have any prior knowledge of children’s rights or the CRC*.
The mechanism included different formats of participation to enable children of different ages to
participate. Overall, 2,725 children participated in a survey, 22 children between the ages of 8 and
17 carried out individual projects®”, 32 children were consulted in three child care centres for very
young children in Berlin, and several children were involved in writing of the report.
A survey was conducted to reach a large number of children. To ensure that the survey was age
appropriate, two different questionnaires had been designed and were distributed in accordance
to the children’s ages®®.
The 2,725 children who participated in the survey had the following characteristics:
e Age:
o 39% were between six and nine years old,
o 34% were between ten and 13 years old, and
o 27% were between 14 and 17 years old®®’.
e Gender:
o 52% were female
o 46% males
o 2% were ‘other’.
e Place of living:
o 28% of participating children lived in the country,
o 37% in a medium-sized town (less than 100,000 inhabitants), and
o 35% in a larger city?%®.
In addition, survey participants represented seven different types of schools, with about 46% of
the participating children attending primary schools. Only 11% of participating children were born
in a country other than Germany®®°. As observed by an interviewee representing a children’s rights
organisation, migrant children are the most difficult to reach group among vulnerable children®”.
Participation process and content
The purpose of this participatory process was to produce a report that reflected children’s
perspectives and experiences on children’s rights, as outlined by the CRC”!. The process took one
year and led to the production of the ‘Child rights report’ [Kinderrechtsreport]. The children’s
experiences and views formed the basis for the report’.
In addition to the survey and consulting children in pre-schools, as outlined above, a group of 22
children between the ages of 8 -17 initiated and executed 12 creative projects on topics related to
children’s rights. Examples of projects included short films, surveys, and focus groups in schools®’3.
In terms of the consultations with very young children, topics covered included expressing an
opinion, participation, and privacy. As these concepts can be difficult to grasp for young children,
the project team read a book to children illustrating children’s rights through a day in the life of a
fictional five-year-old boy. Children then expressed their personal experiences and views on these
topics through written pieces or by drawing pictures. This facilitated the introduction of these
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concepts in a child-friendly format and made them easier to understand by children as young as
four years old”4.
The findings from the different methods of participation were collated by a core project team, who
also drafted the final report. The core project team consisted of six of the children who have
conducted their own independent projects, as well as three adults. The work was further supported
by an expert advisory group. Experts provided guidance throughout the whole process, including
the selection of children who became part of the core project team, the development of the survey
questions, and the report writing process. Some members of the advisory group also attended
some project team meetings to share their expertise. Experts have also attended the presentation
of the first ‘Child rights report’ to the United Nations when they were still youths themselves®’>. As
such, they had direct experience with the process.
Topics covered in the report included the following aspects as related to children’s rights:
participation, discrimination, protection from violence, the right to privacy, family and related care,
children with disabilities, health, environment, poverty and social security, education, play and
leisure, refuge and asylum, and awareness of children’s rights. The report produced
recommendations on each of these topics’™.
In terms of facilitators and barriers to impactful and inclusive children’s participation, according to
an interviewee from a children’s rights organisation, this mechanism provided a lot of learning®”’.
However, another interviewee from a different children’s right organisation observed that the set
up of the funding structures made it difficult to make this process child-led’’®. This is because when
organisations apply for funding for children’s participation activities, they have to stipulate the
project goals from the outset, and specify how the project will meet these goals®”. This process is
contrary to the actual child-led participation as ideally children should be involved in the goal
setting and planning. In addition, the implementation of the children’s participation mechanisms
typically requires resources dedicated to communication activities to ensure high levels of
participation among children. This communication is part of the planning tasks, that typically take
place at the beginning of the project. Therefore, involving children in these tasks also proved
challenging®®. As observed by interviewees, the process could have been even more engaging for
children if children were involved from the start e.g. setting the goals of projects, jointly drafting
funding applications, and planning activities®!.
One interviewee from a children’s rights organisation also observed that the organisers struggled
to reach children from disadvantaged backgrounds, e.g. children from low-income families®®. This
was the case despite engaging with an extensive network of NGOs. One reason for this was that
children participate in these networks on a voluntary basis and children from less privileged families
do not always have the human and social capital, skills, nor an understanding of the benefits of
getting involved in such activities. For that reason, this interviewee believed that more resources
and effort would be needed to recruit children who were not already part of child and youth
organisations®?. However, according to the same interviewee, this would still not alleviate all
challenges, because even when the network had established connections, the organisers still
encountered challenges to include some children, e.g. children with disabilities, because of the
insufficient fund allocation®®*. For instance, the survey was not programmed to make it accessible
for children with disabilities®®. Furthermore, inclusion of children affected by poverty was also a
challenge as neither the organisers nor members of their networks had relevant experience to
target this group of children®®¢. Interviewees from the children’s rights organisations observed the
willingness of organisers and networks to address this need for greater inclusion of children in
mechanisms implemented in the future but this would require building additional capacity (e.g.
knowledge and expertise among relevant organisations) and additional dedicated funding®®.
Effectiveness, impact and consequences
There was no formal independent evaluation of this mechanism as there was no dedicated budget
to evaluation activities’®. However, one interviewee noted that the project was evaluated by the
organisers and the children themselves’®.
In terms of the contribution of this mechanism, an interviewee from a children’s right organisations
shared the following observations:®
e the recommendations that resulted from the report were mentioned by a minister who is

involved in drafting policies and legal acts®!. The report was presented by Dr. Franziska

Giffey, Federal Minister for Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women and Youth®?2. The

report launch coincided with the 30t Anniversary of the adoption of the UNCRC. The adult
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and children stakeholders involved in the report drafting were able to attend the report
launch®® and meet with the minister conveying main messages from this report®**. The
feedback provided by the minister to children was collected and shared with other
participating children®®. In addition, the report received good press coverage®®. To
promote the report, the ‘Children’s Rights Bus’ toured through 20 cities in Germany,
covering all of Germany’s regions, promoting children’s rights®”.

e The report was further shared with the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child in
Geneva?®?8, A delegation of children who had contributed to the report drafting travelled to
Geneva to attend the presentation of this report®°. In preparation for the Committee
meeting, the children were trained in relevant presentation and media skills. The
delegation also produced material and short films for social media to share this
experience with as many people as possible!©®,

e In terms of the ongoing policy debate about whether children’s rights should be
incorporated into Germany’s constitution, this far this mechanism did not have a direct
impact for this debate.

Transferable Lessons

This mechanism can serve to inform other countries on how to run a nation-wide participatory
project. The mechanism includes many valuable lessons, for example that is possible to have
children play an active part throughout the whole participation cycle, including report writing.
This case study highlights the importance of dedicating resources to reaching vulnerable children.
Children who do not have prior experience of participating may need more encouragement to take
part than children who are already aware that such engagement opportunities exist and that these
opportunities are relevant to children’s experiences. Therefore, to facilitate the participation of
vulnerable children, dedicated resources would need to be invested to help these children
understand the benefits of participation. In addition, the participation process and approaches may
need to be tailored to better respond to the particular experiences and needs of vulnerable children.
This case study further illustrated that it is possible to consult very young children even on complex
topics, such as children’s rights. It is essential, however, to use appropriate methods that help
children grasp the objectives, content and format of participation and to fully express themselves
through their typical activities (e.g. drawings, role playing).

This case study shows that children can be involved in all stages of the process and independently
manage their own projects. However, this requires equipping children with the relevant skills,
provision of guidance and support. Children can be also very effective in presenting project outputs
and recommendations, and engaging with policymakers.

Box 20. Case study: "Youth in Europe - what next?" consultation to inform the
EU Youth Strategy 2019-2027

"Youth in Europe - what next?" consultation to inform the EU Youth Strategy 2019-2027
Overview

The ‘Youth in Europe: What’s Next’ consultation was the 6™ cycle (2017-2018) of the Structured
Dialogue on Youth, which is a 18-month process for youth aged 13 to 30 established by the
European Commission to facilitate a space where young people can interact with policy-makers
from the local to the European level. The mechanism occurs in three phases: the first involving
planning for how consultations will run, implementing consultations at national level, and finally
preparing and submitting recommendations.

The ‘Youth in Europe: What's Next?’ consultation was overseen through the Estonian, Bulgarian,
and Austrian presidencies of the EU. These presidencies were responsible for the implementation
of the dialogue at the EU level but the consultations processes were managed and implemented at
the national level across all MS. This consultation was used to inform the EU Youth Strategy 2019-
2027.

Context

The Structured Dialogue on Youth is a participatory tool established by the European Commission
to facilitate young people to participate in democratic life, foster debate about youth-related
issues, and enable young people to interact with local and EU-level policy-makerst®?!, It was first
launched in 2005 by the EU Council of Youth Ministers in order to creater a stronger, more binding
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involvement of youth in EU policy and was part of the EU Youth Strategy 2010-2018 (Council
Resolution 2009)!%02, The Structured Dialogue occurs in 18-month cycles, with each cycle taking
on a theme and each 6-month segment matching the duration of one presidency (thus spanning 3
presidencies in total). At the EU level, the Structured Dialogues are governed by the European
Steering Committee comprising of Youth Ministry representatives of the three EU Presidency
countries, representatives of national youth councils of these three countries, representatives of
the Erasmus+ National Agencies of the three EU Presidency countries, representatives of the
European Commission and the European Youth Forum?993,

Three conferences are held through the process. In the first, a framework for national-level
consultations is decided upon between youth and decision-makers. At the second, the outcomes
of the national consultations are debated and Joint Recommendations to increase youth
participation in political life are drafted. In the third and final conference, the recommendations
are debated by Youth Ministers from national governments and endorsed. The final
recommendations are then the basis of the Council Resolutions addressed to European institutions
and national authorities, which are to be endosed by Youth Ministers at the end of the cycle of the
Structured Dialogue©%4,

The theme for the 2017-2018 cycle was ‘Youth in Europe: What’s Next” and was overseen by the
Estonian, Bulgarian, and Austrian presidencies'®®>, The cycle took place between July 2017 and
December 2019199, The cycle focussed around the issues that young people want to see tackled
in the EU for the future long-term, over the course of the Estonian, Bulgarian and Austrian
presidencies of the EU. This cycle further serves as a foundation for the new EU Youth Strategy
2019-2027, and for the reforms and creation of a new, better and improved Structured Dialogue
process, to be renamed as the EU Youth Dialogue'®97,

Participants

Young people aged 13 to 30 are able to participate!®®®, Youth is expected to lead the activities and
is actively involved at all stages of the project'®®. During each cycle, national consultations with
young people and youth organisations are conducted in each EU member state and is organized
by national working groups consisting of representatives of youth ministries, national youth
councils, local and regional youth councils, youth organisations, youth workers and researchers,
and young people from all backgrounds®'?, The consultations are primarily organized through the
National Youth Councils of each country and as such, would involve children’s participation in so
far as the National Youth Council itself includes children under 18, or that the mechanisms they
use to run consultations explicitly included children under 18°1, 55.6% of the nearly 50,000
participants were under 18 in this consultation?2,

Previous assessments of the EU Youth Strategy and Structured Dialogues stressed the need to
have greater inclusion of youth, not only those from youth organisations, but to include youth
from diverse backgrounds, with fewer opportunities, and non-organised youth!°!3, For the ‘Youth
in Europe: what's next’ consultation, overall, 49,389 young people’s ideas and opinions from
across Europe were incorporated into the consultations during this Structured Dialogue!®!4. Of
these participants, 55.6% were children under 18, 12% were LGBTQI+, 10% identified as being
from minority ethnic backgrounds, and almost 5% identified as having a disability'>,
Researchers attribute the inclusivity to the fact that national consultations are run by National
Working Groups that are usually National Youth Councils in the respective country, which are
umbrella organisations that are well connected and are able to reach out to a wide demographic
of participants nationally°16,

Participation process and content

The overall aim of the Structured Dialogues is to have top-down and bottom-up participatory
processes at the national and EU levels to enable youth to have a more integral, binding role in
shaping EU Youth policy'®'’. Children’s participation in ‘Youth in Europe: What’s Next’ was
continuous through the 18 month cycle. Young people were involved in the design and
implementation of the mechanism at the national level. Diverse range of stakeholders were
involved including professional youth researchers, and government officialst08,

The 18 month long cycle is divided into three working phases:

Phase 1 Mapping the issue and planning: During the Estonian presidency, young people and
decision makers from all around the EU collected data and evidence on the annual topic ‘Youth in
Europe: What’s Next’, mapping the current state of play!?'®. Half way through the Estonian
presidency, the 1st EU Youth Conference took place in Tallinn, where all the young delegates and
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decision makers agreed on a common framework that would guide the national consultations on
the designated topic in each country???, This phase directly involved children’s participation at the
design level for the whole consultation process as well as participation in the conference'??. A
series of consultation questions were designed by youth researchers that served the basis for the
further national consultations, but the consultation design was calibrated to national abilities and
needs by the national working groups who ran the consultations at the MS level1022,

The ‘Youth in Europe: What's Next’ consultation was held with the express intent to inform the
next EU Youth Strategy and to also inform how to re-shape the Structured Dialogues as EU Youth
Dialogue. During the first phase of the Dialogue (planning phase), lessons learnt were taken to
create the guidelines for open youth consultation (which guided the process of this cycle of
Structured Dialogue) and the creation of propositions for the next EU Youth Strategy. The changes
made to the process of the Structured Dialogue included:

- Participation was diversified by asking national authorities to nominate young people
coming from different backgrounds to form the delegations, and participation included
countries from the Eastern Partnership, European Free Trade Association, and EU
candidate countries.

- Fewer facilitators were involved than usual and more diversified methodologies of
participation were used (mixing up plenaries with workshops and self-expression tools).

- Digital technology was embraced through web-streaming, introducing start-up solutions for
communications, and a presentation from an 11-year old who created a YouTube channel
to teach maths to other children.

Phase 2 National consultation: During the Bulgarian presidency, young people designed and ran
the national consultations'®?3, This phase also heavily involved young people’s participation,
including children, in terms of running the consultation and also participating in the
consultation'%24, After the collection of data nationally, results were analysed and submitted
centrally and then synthesised into a common report!©2>, The results of the national data
collection were presented at the EU Youth conference that took place in Sofial??¢, During the
conference, young delegates and decision makers from all over Europe engaged in the drafting of
a list of Joint Recommendations for the development of youth policy, based on the results from
the consultationt%?7,

Phase 3 Towards implementation: During the Austrian presidency, the process focussed on the
national state of play and works to incorporate the outlined recommendations into national
policy1028,

Through the National Working Groups, Member State Young Ambassadors drafted an advocacy
plan for implementation, and together with the other stakeholders, agreed on a common and
feasible approach. At the final conference in Vienna, different delegations presented and debated
their plans of action with the Youth Ministers, before the final endorsement and action. These
plans continued being implemented differently in each country, and work continued beyond the
end of the cycle of the Structured Dialogue on Youth. The EU Council of ministers approved and
endorsed the final list of recommendations for development and created an approved and
recognized EU Council Resolution, which addresses different level of governance, including
regional, national and local.

A major barrier for children’s participation is that travel for under 18s is difficult, considering the
conferences were internationall®?®. Additionally, the EU’s category of ‘young people’ in this
consultation combines youth over 18 up to 30 as well as children between 13 and 18, which is a
large range, and often the viewpoint or voices of children would actually be represented by young
people just over 18 rather than children themselves'?3°. There is also a need for greater
transparency to enable children and young people to participate, in the form of creating child-
friendly communications to explain goals, processes, and outcomes clearly!93?,

One of the outputs of this mechanisms was to develop the European Youth Goals, which would
contribute as recommendations for government officials and policymakers'®32. During the second
phase, young people debated the findings of the consultations and announced 11 Youth Goals at
the end of the conference held in Bulgaria, which was later also discussed during the Vienna
conference where youth convened on how best to communicate these goals to policy-makers!©33,
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These goals and recommendation were based on the 17 Sustainable Development Goals, and
included:

1) Connecting EU with Youth,

2) Equality of all genders,

3) Inclusive societies,

4) Information and constructive dialogue,

5) Mental health and wellbeing,

6) Moving rural youth forward,

7) Quality employment for all,

8) Quality learning,

9) Space and Participation for all,

10)Sustainable Green Europe,

11)Youth Organisations and European Programmes034,

During the 7th cycle of EU Youth Dialogues (formerly Structured Dialogues), three thematic
priorities have been taken from the EU Youth Goals, namely Quality Employment for All, Quality
Learning and Moving Rural Youth Forward!03>,

Effectiveness, impact and consequences

The European Youth Goals have been made widely available through official documents and
resources intended for the wider publict®3®, Importantly, they were included in full as an annex to
the European Council’s Resolution on a framework for European cooperation in the youth field:
The European Union Youth Strategy 2019-2027 (2018/C 456/01)'%3%7, These goals are now an
annex to the European Youth Strategy, which can serve as a guide for all future activities related
to youth up to 20271938, Future EU presidencies are encouraged to make use of these goals to
focus on during their presidency; for example, the 2020 Croatian presidency is working on Goal 6:
moving rural youth forward!93°. At the time of drafting this report, the presidency of the Council of
the EU consists of Germany, Portugal and Slovenia. Their programme for their first 18 month
included a commitment to ‘promoting youth participation’ %4,

The overall EU Youth Strategy has been formally evaluated!®4t. An evaluation of the overall EU
Youth Strategy also notes that while joint recommendations from the Structured Dialogues were
adopted at the EU Youth Conferences for earlier cycles of the Structured Dialogues, there had
been no mechanism for evaluation of their effectiveness and there has been no comprehensive
analysis of their impact'®4?, However, out of the instruments of the EU Youth Strategy, the
Structured Dialogue was deemed one of the most influential through evaluations as well as
assessment by the European Youth Forum (which includes teenagers under 18, thus meaning it is
child-evaluated)!%43, The European Youth Forum assessed the Structured Dialogue
recommendations as reaching policy-makers but with low follow-up at national and local levels,
partly due to a lack of awareness about the Structured Dialogue.
An internal evaluation was carried out by the European Youth Forum (EYF) to see how participants
felt about the consultation process and what worked and how it can be improved, as well as
gathering information about participant demographics!©44,
The EYF were mostly positive about the quality of the conference outcomes but were also critical
about many missed opportunities to fully include young people during the consultation, for
instance the omission of young Europeans from high-level panels at conferences'®*>, EYF further
insists that youth should be considered equal partners and not mere spectators.
As a result of this consultation cycle, two position papers were adopted and one set of
recommendations was issued:
e Position paper European Youth Forum, Proposal for the governance of the EU Youth
Strategy, 2017
e Position paper 'Engage. Inform. Empower', 2017, by European Youth Information and
Counselling Agency (ERYICA), European Youth Card Association (EYCA), and
EURODESK
e European Confederation of Youth Clubs’ recommendations for the next EU Youth
Strategy, 20181046,

Transferable Lessons
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This mechanism was able to achieve inclusion of some vulnerable children. For the ‘Youth in
Europe: what’s next’ consultation, overall, 49,389 young people’s ideas and opinions from across
Europe were incorporated into the consultations during this Structured Dialogue®#’. Of these
participants, 55.6% were children under 18, 12% were LGBTQI+, 10% identified as being from
minority ethnic backgrounds, and almost 5% identified as having a disability'?*®. Researchers
attribute the inclusivity to the fact that national consultations are run by National Working Groups
that are usually National Youth Councils in the respective country, which are umbrella
organisations that are well connected and are able to reach out to a wide demographic of
participants nationally'%4°. According to one interviewee, achieving this inclusiveness and a full
picture about participant characteristics was also facilitated by applying methodological
approaches suggested by youth researchers'®>0,
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Box 21. Case study: Youth Participatory Budget in Portugal

Overview

Established in 2017, the Youth Participatory Budget, Orcamento Participativo Jovem or ‘OPJ’, is
a process of democratic participation in which children and young people aged between 14-30
can propose and decide upon on public investment projects, which the authorities then have
the responsibility to implement. This mechanism is open to all children and young people legally
residing in Portugal and they can take part either by submitting a proposal for funding or voting
on existing proposals. It is overseen by the Ministry of Education and the Portuguese Institute
for Youth and Sport and is funded by the Ministry of Finances (following approval from the state
budget). The mechanism claims to be the first national participation budget in the world
specifically targeting children and young people!®?,

Context

The Youth Participatory Budget was inspired by other (non-child related) mechanisms such as
local participatory budgets, the Portugal Participatory Budget, as well as the Schools
Participatory Budget. Like the youth budget, the Portugal Participatory Budget (PPB), which
allows civil society to decide on public investment, is reportedly the first of its kind in the world.
To ensure maximum participation from all walks of civil society, the PPB uses a model that
combines face-to-face interactions between the public and the state with ICT tools. Open to any
citizen, the PPB tries to engage communities who do not tend to be heard as much in policy
making, such as rural inhabitants. This mechanism occurs nation-wide and first took place in
2017. Since the first edition, the PPB has increased its budget from three to five million euros
and has opened proposals to all governmental areas rather than the initial six'°>2. Moreover,
the Schools Participatory Budget aimed to build in students a better understanding of
democratic institutions, promote financial literacy and enhance critical thinking and debate
skills. This mechanism was also launched in 2017 and covers over half a million students in
Portugall®3,

The advent of the youth budget was also strengthened by the approval of the ‘National Plan for
Youth’ in 2018, through a Resolution of the Council of Ministers (114-A / 2018 of 4 Sep). This
is an instrument that will remain in force until the end of 2021, with the purpose of implementing
‘transversal youth policies’ to protect the rights of young people, as provided for in article 70 of
the Constitution of the Portuguese Republic. With this objective in mind, the National Youth Plan
foresees, among various measures contemplated, the Youth Participatory Budget as being a
central part of this plani®*“. This context leading up to the creation of the mechanism was
supported by the remarks of an interviewee representing a national authority, who claimed that
the youth budget stemmed from a problem the government had about making it a special
responsibility to enable the progressive participation of children in national life9%>,

Participants

The mechanism is open to all citizens, residents, workers and students in Portugal aged between
14 and 30 years old. It is not clear whether additional efforts are undertaken to engage
disadvantaged and vulnerable groups of children. The focus of this mechanism is not the
selection of children or young people per se, but rather their proposals. The selected projects
are implemented across all territories/regions in Portugal®~®,

Participation process and content

The central purpose of the participatory budget is to empower children and youth. In this
respect, it encourages the active and informed participation of children and young citizens in
decision-making processes, fostering a strong and active civil society. As children and young
people are able to propose and select projects to be funded, this promotes their participation in
the definition of public policies appropriate to their needs and in line with their opinions. In a
broader sense, the objective of this mechanism is to reinforce the quality of democracy and its
instruments, valuing participatory democracy within the framework of the Constitution of the
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Portuguese Republic. As such, this mechanism aims to reinforce citizenship education and the
feeling of belonging to the community as a whole'%>7,

Introduced in 2017, the mechanism is an annual competition of projects to be funded from the
state budget. Applications may be submitted by individuals or groups by completing a proposal
and application form on the OPJ (Or¢amento Participativo Jovem) website!%>8, Young people can
also vote on existing proposals listed online. While children and young people are involved in
proposing and voting projects, there is little evidence that indicates their involvement in the
implementation or evaluation of the project.

The proposal procedure contains the following steps:

e Phase I: submission. All candidates must submit the proposal via the website
opjovem.gov.pt, or in participatory or self-organised meetings.

e Phase II is Technical analysis by public administration services, in the four thematic
areas.

e Phase III is the public consultation, entailing the online publication of a provisional list
of projects to be voted on.

e Phase 1V is the voting, either via the aforementioned website or through a free of charge
SMS.

e Phase V is the presentation of the outcomes.

In 2017, at the Lisbon Youth Centre, this took place informally, as an online show presented by
a well-known entertainer.

As well as following these steps, all proposals must meet the following criteria:

e To fit the thematic areas of cultural innovation, environmental sustainability, inclusive
sport and intergenerational dialogue;

To have a budget until the maximum ceiling of €100,000;

Do not require the building of new infrastructures;

Do not ask for subsidies or involve a pre-established service supply;

To be concrete and technically feasible;

To benefit more than one municipality;

Do not go against the Government’'s policy, or projects and programmes already
implemented in the different policy fields9%°.

The first edition of the OPJ, in 2017, had a total of 167 projects voted on (from more than 400
proposals submitted), divided into four thematic areas: inclusive sport; science education, social
innovation and environmental sustainability. €300.000 was invested in the seven winning
projects in the thematic areas of environmental sustainability, inclusive sport and science
education. In 2018, seven winning projects from 232 proposals were voted on, related to the
thematic areas of inclusive sports, cultural innovation, environmental sustainability and
intergenerational dialogue!®,

One of the main driving forces for the operation of this mechanism include the support and
backing of national government, as well as funding by the Ministry of Finances including 500,000
EUR annual budget'®!, The implementation of the mechanism is also facilitated by the other
existing (not child specific) participatory mechanisms at the local and national levels in Portugal.

The available evidence provides a critical assessment of the general version of Participatory
Budget in Portugal. One common criticism is that the mechanism reveals the fragile potential
of expansion due, among other factors, to the political-legal polarization between the central
government and the local authorities. Another criticism was directed towards the model of
‘diffused’ participation in the country, which only allows for the direct participation of citizens,
without intermediate forms of representation and articulation between of local and regional

133



Study on child participation in EU political and democratic life

demands!°62, Furthermore, in some municipal councils, the local authorities define the projects
the children can vote on rather than the children defining the options themselves'0%3,

The law Lei 75/2013 of 12 September!®®4 empowers municipalities to create mechanisms such
as the participatory budget for young people but it does not require municipal councils to do so,
hence there is an uneven distribution of youth participatory budgeting in municipalities across
Portugal©®>,

In addition, because this mechanism applies a model of direct democracy (people choose the
projects) some selected and funded initiatives and projects may be contradictory in
nature/values. For instance, in one year, two projects were successful: one supporting bullfights
as a cultural right and another banning bullfights as an affront to animal rights.

The fact that there is no evidence that the mechanism engages specifically with disadvantaged
and vulnerable groups has been identified as another barrier to impactful participation. In
relation to this, there is some evidence pertaining to the dominance of young adults over the
children involved in the mechanism966,

Effectiveness, impact and consequences

The available sources suggest that this is a long-term process with strong evidence of changes
to policies, procedures and practices and facilitating participation more effectively?®’. As the
results of votes are binding, this allows children and young people to have a decisive voice
about projects selected for funding. On the other hand, there are questions about how
meaningful the participation of children and young people is in the process, and whether they
are tokens in elaborating proposals that are potentially written and led by adults'?%8,

Yet, there is evidence that the mechanism has been undergoing transformations to enable
participation more effectively, e.g. improving the facilitation of co-decision making, developing
ICTs to enable wider participation, and training and qualifying local professionals in participatory
approaches'?®?, Nevertheless, some disadvantages remain. For instance, the fact that age
groups (within the age range of 14 to 30 years old) are not treated differently potentially creates
disadvantage, and gives privilege to young adults, who are more skilled, supported and for
whom information is more accessible!070,

Finally, evidence pertaining to the impact of the funded proposals themselves is limited, in the
sense that no known evaluation has been conducted assessing the results of the proposals on
communities, and on children and young people themselves.

Transferable lessons

This mechanism is an example of involving children in the design of policy by allowing children
and young people to propose policy ideas rather than just vote on policy ideas pre-selected by
adults'®’t, Therefore, this is an example of a mechanism that is ‘child-led’.

Furthermore, the youth budget illustrates how children’s participation mechanisms could be
built adopting similar structures and principles as those designed for adults (e.g. the Portugal
Participatory Budget)'??. In addition, the evidence suggests that the operation of this
mechanism is guaranteed by an overarching National Plan for Youth and this provides this
project with stability, funding and longevity'°73,

In terms of access to children’s participation mechanisms, the data suggest that the Youth
Participation Budget has set a good example by reaching out to participants face-to-face and
online, as children and young people are able to submit proposals either on the website or in
person at meetings. Additionally, the evidence indicates that by entrusting children and young
people to propose and vote on ideas of their own, the Youth Participatory Budget empowers
children to become aware of their potential to influence policy decision making and make a
difference in their communities®74,
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Finally, this mechanism requires collaboration between different municipalities and
stakeholders, and as the data suggest, this, in turn, strengthens interregional and
interdepartmental collaboration and promotes shared learning.'%7>

Box 22. Case study: Children and youth participation Model Herrenberg

Overview
This mechanism represents a whole city approach to fostering children and youth participation in
the city of Herrenberg in Germany. The mechanism targets 12 to 21 year old children and young
people. Children and young people work closely with decision-makers on a regular basis taking
part in the youth forum, participating through an online platform and being part of a youth
delegation. Participation can also be facilitated via other formats when inputs from a larger group
of children is needed.
Context
The mechanism was designed in cooperation between the City of Herrenberg and its City Youth
Council (Stadtjugendring)!’’®. The mechanism is funded through the Local Action Plan Herrenberg,
which is part of the programme ‘Fostering Tolerance — Strengthen Competencies’ [Toleranz Férdern
- Kompetenzen Starken] by the Federal Ministry for Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women and
Youth!?”7, The city of Herrenberg is located in the region of Baden-Wirttemberg, which is in the
south-west of Germany!?’®. The city has a population of approximately 33,000 people.
Participants
The target group are children and young people aged 12-21 who live in Herrenberg. For some
projects, this target group is expanded depending on the content and topic of participation, for
example consultations might include very young children or young adults'®’®. In order to participate
online, children must be at least 13 years of age, in accordance with social media use
regulations!'%,
Participation process and content
Children and youth were involved in planning and creating the Herrenberg model'®®'. This was
feasible through cooperation with partners from youth work, schools, the city council and the city
administration, and youth members of the responsible organising committee. In 2012, a two-day
workshop was held with 200 children and youth to explore the existing options for child and youth
participation in the city. Results from this workshop were used to develop new models of
participation, which were further developed via additional workshops!'’®.
Since then, youth is actively involved every year in setting the policy agenda for the city!%.
Members of the city administration regularly meet with youth representatives and discuss topics
relevant at the city level. The youth officers then advise for which topics youth participation should
be sought, and through which mechanisms/formats this participation should take place!®®.
There are three main mechanisms of children and youth participation:

e the youth forum,

e the youth delegation, and

e through ‘online-participation’1,
The first youth forum took place in 2014, The Youth Forum is implemented in cooperation with
schools in Herrenberg. It aims to discuss ideas and wishes of children and youth, and develop clear
goals and action points'®®’. It takes place once a year, usually over the course of 1.5-2 days, during
term time (most commonly at the beginning of the school year). Overall, at least two students per
class can participate, however, the youth who lives in Herrenberg and attends schools from
surrounding areas as well as those young people who are in training and work, are also invited to
participate in the forum. Youth officers and people from the city administration can also take
part!0ss,
Prior to 2019, the participation in the forum was open to children from grade 5 and above, but the
age requirement was raised and now the forum only takes children from grage 7 and above!®,
Young people are involved in the practical aspects related to the organisation of the forum and in
the selection of discussion topics'®. Children and youth have the possibility to continue discussions
online about individual topics'®!. The costs of the youth forum are estimated at a total of 5,000
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EUR annually, and covers the costs of 2 days for 200 participants, but excludes room rental
costs'®?, The format of past fora included an opening plenary sessions when the participants were
briefed about the outcomes of the last fora, small group discussions focused on particular topics
of interest, and a concluding session when the groups’ discussions are reported back to the plenary.
This final session is attended by the city’s major and other local officials'?*.

The Youth Delegation meets every four to six weeks and is open to children and youth between
the ages of 13 and 21. Between two and four young people are appointed to serve as youth
representatives, and they are responsible for coordination and liaison with city / local authority
officials. The right of the youth delegation to be heard and to submit proposals is enshrined in the
city laws'%%4, The costs of the youth delegation are budgeted at 1,000 EUR per year'*. The youth
delegation receives additional 2,000 EUR per year (on average) to spend on materials and
resources'®,

‘Online-participation’ refers to the discussion group on a social media platform. The groups’
content is moderated by an external media agency. As of 2020, the group was hosted on Facebook
as it was the most widely used social media platform by children and youth in Herrenberg!'®’. With
nearly 1,400 members participating on a regular basis, this online group is one of the most
successful social media participation mechanisms at a local level in Germany'*®. The costs of
maintaining the online participation tool are about 6,000 EUR per year. This is largely the cost of
the external moderation'%°°,

Other methods of participation (e.g. surveys, idea competitions, and youth action days) can be
implemented on an ad hoc basis as agreed between the members of the city administration and
children and youth representatives''®?. These activities generate additional costs of approximately
10,500 EUR per year, and these costs are covered by public grants as well as funds from the City
Youth Council and cooperation partners. Any activities that develop as a result of these
participation methods require additional financing'°*,

All participation opportunities are advertised via two YouTube videos which are produced by young
people in Herrenberg. This includes a two minute animated YouTube video which explains what
child and youth participation means and how it works in Herrenberg!!%?, and a 1.5 minute video
from the local youth council [Jugendring] in which young people explain how they can participate
in Herrenberg!'®,

Thus far, children and youth were involved in the following topics: the development of the city's
public pool, the planning of western part of the city centre, and the planning of the playgrounds!'!®,
Effectiveness, impact and consequences

The mechanism has not been formally evaluated''””. The administering team, however, does seek
feedback from participating adults and youth following the youth forum, both on contents and
structure. Feedback from individual youth is also sought following the completion of individual
project!106,

An interviewee representing a child rights organisation considered this mechanism a promising
example of children’s participation''”. Firstly, this was because the Herrenberg model adopts
different methods of participation to ensure they are reaching out to a diverse group of children,
and secondly, because the methods of participation respond to the local needs as they have all
been adapted to the local context. Furthermore, this was because the necessary resources have
been allocated to each participatory method, including funding and resources to cover the costs of
the adult staff members supporting children and youth in the participation processes and
methods'1%, As concluded by this interviewee:

“You can't just start a youth parliament and then wait and see what happens. Professional
supervision is needed. This has been done in Herrenberg”1%°,

Transferable Lessons

The Herrenberg participation model represents a ‘whole city approach’ to children’s participation'''°.
It centres around the concept of participation via cooperation between different stakeholders
(individuals, organisations and local authority structures)!!'!, This enables reaching a diverse range
of children and youth, and ensuring that their ideas and perspectives are absorbed by the
appropriate channels'''?, In addition, this model offers an integrated approach and is incorporated
in all activities at the city level (rather than facilitating children’s participation on a case by case
basis). Children and young people are active in agenda setting, selection of topics and participatory
methods. An online platform allows for discussions to continue after in-person participation has
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taken place, and also ensures that child and youth participation remains ongoing throughout the
year, and this seems important to guarantee the continuity of the participation processes.

In terms of involving vulnerable children, the youth forum is open to youth with special educational
needs!'3. There are a few things that are being done to help facilitate accessibility of the youth
forum to this group. First, the organisers insure that the location is accessible. Second, on the day
of the forum, youth are accompanied by their respective social worker from their school who
supports them during the day. Third, contrary to the participation of other youth structures which
permits 1-2 pupils per each class to participate, there is no limit on the numbers of pupils with
SEN. Any pupil with SEN who would like to participate in the youth forum may do so. Fourth,
organisers of the youth forum organise a mock youth forum in advance with participating SEN
pupils to help them understand the process!''!.

Box 23. Case study: Involvement of children in drafting of the Minor Protection
Act in Malta

Overview

The mechanism takes the form of a study commissioned by the Office for the Commissioner for
Children. The research adopted a ‘child-centred’ qualitative methodology to understand the
perceived experiences of fostered children in Malta. Children who were either in care or had
previously experienced care proceedings in Malta were interviewed in order to understand their
experiences of the Maltese system. In light of the study, the Commissioner for Children put
forward a chapter of recommendations, the majority of which were reportedly addressed directly
in the Minor Protection (Alternative Care) Act, therefore informing Maltese law!'">.

Context

The study was commissioned by the Office for the Commissioner for Children. Established in 2003,
the Office promotes the welfare of children and compliance with the UN Convention on the Rights
of the Child and other international treaties, conventions or agreements as ratified by Malta. The
Office is an advisory body, who seek to raise awareness of children’s rights and promote children’s
participation!'!''®,

As part of this remit, the Office commissioned a research study into children’s experiences of
foster care in Malta. This qualitative study was facilitated by interviews with a range of
stakeholders including children who have experienced foster care, birth parents, foster carers,
professionals working in the field and policy makers. The research was guided by a children’s
rights-based approach - to be informed by and compliant with UNCRC standards!'"”. In light of
the qualitative research findings deduced from analysed interviews, the Commissioner for
Children put forward a series of recommendations, many of which were reportedly taken forward
into the Minor Protection (Alternative Care) Act (Ministry of Family, Children’s Rights and Social
Solidarity, 2020). Interviewees reported that ‘the voice’ of children interviewed as part of the
study influenced the drafting of this legislation!!'®. The Act itself further enshrines children’s right
to participate in future judicial care proceedings as a means to safeguard the best interests of
children!'®,

One interviewee suggested that reviewing the Act involved a wider processes of children’s
participation, including with child asylum seekers!'?’. In 2019, the Office for the Commissioner of
Children published a series of studies conducted by the Centre for Resilience and Socio-Emotional
Health at the University of Malta!'?!. Given the broader scope of that mechanism concerning
education, access to services, and integration into Maltese society, this case study concentrates
on the aforementioned foster care study ‘Let me thrive’, where the relationship between
recommendations made and legislative reform is more apparent.

The resultant Minor Protection (Alternative Care) Act 2019 was enacted by the Maltese Parliament,
and promulgated by the President on 16 July 2019. It is said to consolidate and develop previous
measures''?? and substitutes The Child Protection (Alternative Care) Act (Act No III of 2017).
Participants

The study interviewed children who were in foster care or who had previously experienced foster
care across Malta. In total, 13 children were interviewed across the following groups:

e children in foster care aged 11 to 13 (0 male|5 female);
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e children in foster care aged 14 to 18 (1 male | 5 female);
e children who had recently been fostered and whose placement had failed aged 16 to 18
(0 male | 2 female).

Seven young adults over the age of 18 who had been fostered in the recent past were also
interviewed (4 male | 3 female). No children under the age of 11 were interviewed, as a means
of limiting the harms caused by interviewing such a vulnerable population''?’. The authors of the
study recognise a number of limitations with the small sample size. Findings may have been
biased by the fact that those children who elected to be part of the study were likely to have more
positive experiences in care; those who refused, having experienced ‘placement breakdowns’ and
wanting to move on from traumatic experiences were not captured!'.
The sample were recruited through Appogg social workers. Appogg is the largest social welfare
organisation in Malta, providing services and support to those in vulnerable situations. Social
workers initially compiled a list of children in Malta who they deemed appropriate to interview;
they then brokered contact with the children, and hose who were willing to participate in principle
were then contacted through their foster carers. Foster carers subsequently asked children (on
behalf of the researchers) whether they would like to participate in an interview about their
experiences. Through this process some foster carers or social workers of children advised against
conducting interviews with those children selected due to ongoing crises''?’. Given the vulnerable
sample population, it appears that the researchers placed ethical considerations at the forefront
of their sampling strategy in seeking to minimise trauma to child participants.
The aim of the research was to explore the personalised manner (i.e. individual experiences) in
which children perceived, experienced and made sense of their lives as fostered children, how the
processes and outcomes of fostering mattered to them and how far these were being realised.
Findings from these experiences (along with contributions from other interviewees) then informed
recommendations made by the Commissioner for Children for reform to existing procedures and
legislation. The conclusions developed by the study’s authors make reference to both the adult
and child interviewees, although it is unclear as to how findings were weighted across groups.
The participation of children was therefore one-off, as a means of voicing children’s experiences
of the existing foster care provision in Malta''?®,
Participation process and content
Children were interviewed about their experiences through an open-interview (i.e. unstructured)
methodology. The flexibility of this methodology is stated to ‘allow the child to feel a certain
amount of control of the general direction of the interview', thus seeking to foster their
participation!'?’. Whilst interviews were recorded, child participants were asked to start, pause or
stop the recording device whenever they wished to. Interviews were therefore said to be adapted
in response to each child participant. Children were informed that ‘the benefits that may arise
from their contribution may not be realisable within the timescale that can be of direct benefit to
them', to mitigate feeling of loss if their expectations were not met; however children were also
told that their views would be taken seriously and valued''?.
Interview transcripts were analysed by researchers and findings presented thematically in their
research report, exploring children's experiences and their day to day lives as fostered children.
This included their relationships with foster family and birth family; their education; and the social
services they receive as children in out of home residential care!'”. The study authors then
produced their own conclusions by triangulating interview data (adults and children).
Effectiveness, impact and consequences
The Commissioner for Children put forward a number of recommendations, some which were
related specifically to enhancing the voice of the children in care: (i) that children should have
automatic representation in decision-making processes and a right to judicial review of decisions
affecting their lives; (ii) that decision-making process should be child friendly and easier to
navigate including that the child is empowered and supported; (iii) that the child feels decisions
are taken by persons who are well informed about the child's day to day life; (iv) that logistics
respect the child's expressed needs such as the need not to miss school; and (v) that social
workers allow for sufficient and timely meaningful communication with the child''*.
Many of these r