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Responsibilities to children

Children depend on adults for their livelihood and welfare. As parents, relatives, neighbors, teachers, preachers, legislators, leaders, judges and journalists, we have duties to all children. Government too has duties to children. However, Government’s accountability is formal, as it has ratified the International Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), the most celebrated convention in human history. 

Children rarely demand fulfillment of the promises made to them at so many regional and global conferences – in Addis Ababa, Abuja, Bamako, Dakar, Jomtien, New York, Stockholm and Brazil.  They remain the silent majority. They have no voting right to influence the selection of their leaders and teachers, no money, no authority, no power.  

Each year gives us opportunities to renew our promises to children. If you are a member of the new cabinet or parliament, 2009 offers you an historic opportunity to meet your obligations to children and, at the same time, achieve Quick Wins for the Government.   

Renewal 

Despite their powerlessness, children hold the promise of a fresh start. They are the embodiment of hope and continuity. In 15 to 20 years, when most of us have retired, the children who are in primary school today, will be serving the nation.  What world will they inherit? Will they be adequately prepared for the challenges ahead? I don’t know the answers to these questions. But as a parent, I know that we have high hopes and dreams for our children - hopes of a better world than the one we grew up in.  

Unfortunately, children today are too often considered a burden in Swaziland. Their future looks uncertain. Poverty is rife, the number of OVC is high (130,000) and increasing, and there is no formal system of safety nets for them.  

Despite these challenges, children present the greatest hope to a nation seeking renewal in the face of the worst HIV epidemic in the world. Simply protecting this population from new infections is the best strategy to win the war on HIV. Although care and support of infected persons is important, protecting children and young people is the only biologically feasible way to foster an HIV-free population.   

Quick wins  

I have several ideas of how Government and the Swazi people can achieve Quick Wins specific to children. My proposal is affordable, feasible and programmatically important. I advocate for rapid action in the finalization of policies and legislation. I propose this course being  fully aware that a hungry child will not be fed by a policy or legislation. But, without relevant policies and legislation, the boundaries of what is right and wrong are blurred. Children go unprotected and  the creative thinking process is hindered in problem solving. A lack of appropriate and vital policy and legislation closes avenues for legal adoption, allowing the risk of child trafficking to persist and making it difficult for children to claim inheritance. 

Delays  

Swaziland has been slow in handling policies and legislation on children. There is no gentle way to state the facts.  The evidence is clear: 

· Swaziland does not yet have a policy for children. The current document has been in draft form since 2003; 

· Swaziland has not ratified the Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the African Child, despite signing this regional instrument 10 years ago; 

· Swaziland has not yet enacted the children’s bill; 

· Swaziland has not ratified the Hague Convention on Inter-country Adoption of Children, and the Optional protocols to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitutions and Pornography; and  

· Swaziland has not ratified the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict, even though the country has enjoyed peace since independence.

Consequence of policy and legislative delay 

Swaziland’s delay in the ratification of international and regional legal instruments has not gone unnoticed. The nation has received negative publicity on several occasions due to its lack of legislative action on behalf of children..  Perhaps the strongest example of this is The 2008 Report on Child Wellbeing, which ranked Swaziland as one of the 10 least child-friendly countries on the continent (see Table 1). Countries outperforming Swaziland include Congo Brazzaville, DR. Congo, Sudan and Sierra Leone, which each have a history of prolonged conflict. Swaziland ranked lower in the league table than a number of countries in Africa that invest less money on child health, nutrition, or access to water and sanitation.  

Why did Swaziland perform so poorly? Largely because the country is lagging behind on the Policy and Legal framework for children. Note that 16 of the 34 indicators used for this child wellbeing assessment related to “Legal and Policy Framework.” Swaziland scored poorly in these important categories.. In assessments like this, a “YES” answer on the Legal and Policy Framework gives a country a lift in its standing. A “NO” answers pulls a country rating down, and signals a lack of urgency to address children’s welfare. When this report was released in May 2008, the story was headline news in Kenya, one of the countries ranked as most child friendly. Reeling from the fall-out of the post-election crisis, the government in Kenya embraced this good news and celebrated.  

Furthermore, Swaziland is one of only two countries in East and Southern Africa that have not ratified the Charter on the African Child. Since 2006, Swaziland has missed several opportunities to present a positive change in the legal and policy framework for children. In September 2007, Swaziland was asked to report on its commitments for children as part of a stock-taking exercise by the UN General Assembly on the World Summit for Children. With the children’s policy still in draft, Swaziland had little to report to the world assembly. In August 2007, the special repertoire of CRC visited Swaziland to follow up on the recommendations of the CRC Committee. She noted little or no progress in several substantial issues pertaining to policy and legislation except the establishment of the Children’s Coordination Unit.

At the end of 2008, Swaziland had another report to submit to the organizing committee of the 3rd International Congress on Sexual Exploitation of Children in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. Once again there was no progress on the substantive issues. I was part of Swaziland’s strong delegation to Brazil. Yet, I did not feel so strong when I was asked about concerns for the children of Swaziland.  I could not hold my head up say, “YES, YES the job is done.”

The way forward

Investment in children is important because, in the short term, children offer the government opportunities to achieve its quick wins. But investment in children is also a development imperative. Do the maths. Children represent more than 50% of the population.  The return on this investment is substantial. Furthermore, the earlier the investment in a child’s life, the greater the return. This principle holds true for health, nutrition, education and protection interventions.  

While rapid action in finalizing policy and legislation for children should be an immediate course of action, the nation must also focus on other areas to truly make Swaziland Fit For Children. I have other ideas for quick wins related to children’s education, birth registration, infant nutrition, and prevention of violence. I will share some thoughts on these topics in the near future.
                                     Child Friendliness Index ranking of African governments

	Country
	Rank
	Category

	Mauritius
	1
	Most Child-friendly

	Namibia
	2
	

	Tunisia
	3
	

	Libya
	4
	

	Morocco
	5
	

	Kenya
	6
	

	South Africa
	7
	

	Malawi
	8
	

	Algeria
	9
	

	Cape Verde
	10
	

	Rwanda
	11
	Child-friendly

	Burkina Faso
	12
	

	Madagascar
	13
	

	Botswana
	14
	

	Senegal
	15
	

	Seychelles
	16
	

	Egypt
	17
	

	Mali
	18
	

	Lesotho
	19
	

	Burundi
	20
	

	Uganda
	21
	Fairly child-friendly

	Nigeria
	22
	

	Tanzania
	23
	

	Gabon
	24
	

	Mozambique
	25
	

	Togo
	26
	

	Zambia
	27
	

	Mauritania
	28
	

	Ghana
	29
	

	Djibouti
	30
	

	Dem. Rep. Congo
	31
	

	Niger
	      32
	

	Cameroon
	33
	Less child-friendly

	Congo (Brazzaville)
	34
	

	Angola
	35
	

	Cote d’Ivoire
	36
	

	Zimbabwe
	37
	

	Equatorial Guinea
	38
	

	Sudan
	39
	

	Sierra Leone
	40
	

	Benin
	41
	

	Ethiopia
	42
	

	Comoros
	43
	Least child-friendly

	Guinea
	44
	

	Swaziland
	45
	

	Chad
	46
	

	Liberia
	47
	

	Sao Tome and Principe
	48
	

	Gambia
	49
	

	Central Africa Republic
	50
	

	Eritrea
	51
	

	Guinea-Bissau
	52
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