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In the aftermath of a humanitarian disaster, children are obviously particularly vulnerable. Yet, it is all too common for children, and their rights and needs, to be forgotten and ignored in the chaos , fear, panic and disruption that ensues.  Not only are they entitled to specific measures to ensure their protection, and the safeguarding of their rights, for example, to health, education and play, but children can and do make significant and valuable contributions in emergency situations. They have taken on roles and responsibilities and they have taken action – including life-saving decisions. They have responded spontaneously and taken part in planned relief and recovery action. This has included them in protecting lives, providing health care, distributing relief, caring for children and adults, and offering a hand in psychosocial support, health and hygiene education, reconstruction, planning and evaluating emergency relief work. There is now a growing body of experience which demonstrates that engaging them as active participants in the reconstruction process has positive impact:
· They are able to make invaluable concrete contributions towards helping their own communities

· The opportunity to be involved, active and to be valued as contributors within their communities is highly beneficial to their social, psychological and emotional well-being

To date, these efforts, and their value have been little recognized. A better understanding of the roles and responsibilities of children in disasters is long overdue. Increased recognition among emergency specialists that “women and children are largely untapped resources in disaster response” (Florida, 2000) has led to an increased focus on gender issues in emergencies and particularly the impact on women’s lives. But the grouping of children together with women, with its implied emphasis on young children, has helped obscure children’s potential and actual participation. The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) defines children as younger than 18; other definitions categorize adolescents as aged 10-19 and young people as aged 15-24. Within these age ranges, there are many mothers (and fathers). Although children and young people have less social (and often physical) power, their contributions in emergencies are significant and crucial to the survival of their families and communities. 

The Committee on the Rights of the Child has emphasised that Article 12, the right to participate does not cease in situations of crisis or in their aftermath. It recommended, following the Day of General Discussion in 2008, that children affected by emergencies should be encouraged and enabled to participate in analysing their situation and future prospects
. In order to ensure that this happens, governments are encouraged to introduce and support mechanisms which enable children, in particular adolescents, to play an active role in both post-emergency reconstruction and post-conflict resolution processes. 

Why should relief agencies promote the participation of children in emergencies?

· Children have a right to participate  - the same rights apply in emergencies as in other times.
· Children have valuable capacities and are already making important contributions in all stages of emergency situations. Their participation improves the quality and reach of emergency work. 
· Children know their communities and have access to some information and knowledge that adults do not have. They can provide valuable feedback on relief efforts utilising the strong connections and networks that exist between themselves.

· They can protect, provide emotional support and care for other children, with whom they are often best placed to build rapport and trusting relationships. Children can find it easier than adults to understand other children.

· Children are willing to help and to participate and their enthusiasm and commitment provides an invaluable resource in the reconstruction process.
· Children have their own needs and concerns. Boys and girls of different ages have to be included in consultations to ensure that humanitarian agencies address their priorities.

· Participation brings benefits to children, families and communities. It contributes to children’s education and development. It helps children to protect themselves from abuse and exploitation. Not involving children undermines them by sending the message  to the adult community and decision makers that it is okay to exclude children from decision-making, information, consultations and contributing – that children have no role in the public sphere. Children who are informed about relief efforts are better able to survive and to protect themselves

Humanitarian agencies have established principles and standards to guide emergency work which define their obligations and commitments in relation to the people affected by disasters
. Some of these standards call for greater accountability of relief agencies in protecting and fulfilling the civil rights of people in emergencies. Although they do not explicitly address children, the provisions of the CRC, and in particular, Article 12, do place clear obligations to ensure that they are applied equally to children
. They include recognition of the need to respect disaster victims and dignified human not just objects of charity, recognise the importance of information to affected populations, consult with affected people about a relief and reconstruction programmes,, introduce feedback and complaint mechanisms and support and enabling people to form their own association.

Work with children in emergencies has demonstrated the importance of these principles, and suggests that the application of the following guidelines is necessary in order not only to ensure respect for the right of children to be active participants in such circumstances, but also to ensure the most positive outcomes for their recovery
:

· Involve children as social agents in their own right, with the capacity to influence their situation positively. They should be acknowledged and accepted as strategic partners, with recognition of their role as essential resources for community development rather than as problems. Their views should be elicited in the assessment, design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of programmes. Supporting children’s wellbeing requires recognition that children need not only special protection, but that they have valid insights into their well being, solutions to their problems and a role in implementing those solutions. There is a growing body of evidence of the significant contribution that children are able to make in conflict situations, post-conflict resolution and reconstruction processes following emergencies
. 

· Recognise children’s competences and strengths, and focus on regenerating resiliency as understood by those children and their elders. Through participatory approaches educators and development workers can be encouraged to learn about children’s own perspectives and understandings of adversity and their own ideas about coping and resilience. Children need opportunities to talk about those issues of concern to them and to be involved in wider issues of immediate local concern. This will help them to learn problem-solving skills and to gain a sense of control over their lives. And sharing grief with others may help children to overcome their sense of loss. 

· Focus on rebuilding a sense of community through the restoration of normal every day routines and activities, for example, rebuilding family and community networks, re-establishing productive capacity, providing opportunities for recreation and play, and developing mechanisms for justice and retribution.  Children need access to cultural activities, games, sports and recreational activities which enable children to relax, to have fun and to co-operate with one another.
· Provide safe space for interaction with peers and promote positive opportunities for girls, boys and youth to come together and to organize themselves and their own programmes. There is considerable evidence that social support from peers can enhance children’s resilience. Furthermore, through collective organization  children can learn self-protection, self-representation and self-advocacy. Programmes should encourage children’s active participation in decision-making, problem-solving, team building and peer mentoring to reinforce individual attributes in children that contribute to self-esteem, self-efficacy and coping. . For example, children in refugee camps can be encouraged to contribute to their own safety and well-being through the establishment of children’s forums. Support needs to be given to enable children to establish such forums, while ensuring that their operation is consistent with children’s best interests and their right to protection from harmful experiences.
· Understand that relief and reconstruction efforts have a psychosocial as well as physical dimension. Local people, including children, need to define their own needs, and reconstruction efforts should focus on meeting those needs and recreating the necessary social spaces for social healing to take place. Children must be understood as agents in their own recovery, if relief efforts are not to increase their feelings of powerlessness and dependence. Children’s participation helps them to regain control over their lives, contributes to rehabilitation, develops organizational skills and strengthens a sense of identity, although, care needs to be taken to protect children from exposure to situations that are likely to be traumatic or harmful. Opportunities for creative forms of expression such as art, drama, story telling, play, poetry, music, puppetry and other cultural art forms can play a vital role in healing processes. 
· Recognise that children are not a homogenous group  and responses to their situation in emergencies, as in any other context, must be understood in the context of  their age, gender, location, culture, social class, economic status, and ethnicity.   Adolescents should not be grouped with young children as they have different emotional, physical, psychological and social needs which have to be identified and respected. Adolescent girls and boys have distinct experiences during emergency situations; gender norms will influence both the vulnerabilities and the capacities of adolescents during different types and phases of emergencies.
· Recognize that psychosocial needs in war-affected communities are long-term, and efforts to involve children must commit to their on-going participation.

· Base relief, emergency and development processes on an accurate assessment of capacities and vulnerabilities, undertaken with full participation of girls, boys, women and men of the affected communities. All information should be disaggregated according to gender, age, as well as other social variables.  

· Ensure efforts are non-discriminatory: No child should be discriminated against due to gender, ethnicity, religion, disability, or nationality. Monitoring efforts should include a focus on which children are be included or excluded in relief and emergency efforts. 

· Psychosocial programmes for war-affected and displaced children should focus on schools/ informal learning places, on the grounds that education is less likely than a mental health intervention to be viewed negatively and that a structured, routine learning environment provides a sense of stability and continuity vital for children’s psychosocial adjustment. 

· Develop child protection approaches which build upon local resources and local understandings of girls, boys, women and men. Children need the security and safety to enable them to achieve healthy development even in emergencies. This can be achieved through the creation of a “protective environment” which should include the provision of services, the establishment of supportive systems and networks, the guarantee of security and laws and the existence of policies to enable their implementation. It is important to recognise that as well as benefits there are also risks tied to adolescent participation.  In post conflict situations, the right of adolescents to participation may be at odds with their right to protection. Conflicts are over control of resources and people. They are about power and politics. In such highly politicized situations it can be dangerous for children and adolescents to take on public roles. This is particularly the case in the situation of child soldiers and in the demobilization, reintegration and rehabilitation of child soldiers.
What children and young people have done at different ages in reconstruction efforts

Children aged 5-10 years: making toys for younger children
Children aged 9-12 years: providing first aid; playing with and supporting children who lost
family members; talking with and supporting friends who were sad; collecting food and rations for old people; helping prepare food; helping to clean IDP camps; making representation to adults.

Children aged 12 years: teaching younger children; caring for younger children; working as part of emergency task group.

Children aged 12-17 years:

 Rescuing and saving younger children; caring for younger children; teaching younger children and peers;

treating wounds and caring for injured people; clearing up after an emergency; collecting bodies; helping to trace families; helping old people to collect food and rations; helping families with small children to collect

food and rations; packing food for distribution; providing information about milk powder needs; cleaning camps; cleaning and painting buildings; developing businesses.

Young people aged 18 and older: rescuing and saving younger children; organizing entertainment; developing businesses; providing community communications; negotiating with outsiders on behalf of a community

Children’s advocacy for space in political processes to further peace building and realisation of child rights

Children and young people are advocating for increased space in political processes affecting them, including formal peace talk, reconciliation and reconstruction processes so that they may more meaningfully contribute to efforts to identify, address and monitor the structural factors which inhibit peace and the fulfilment of children’s rights. For example:

· In Nepal, children have highlighted the importance of the peace agreement and the constitutional assembly process as a means to establish more inclusive forms of governance, to address poverty and discrimination and, to ensure fair distribution of resources;

· In Uganda, children have advocated for space to be included in the formal peace talks taking place in Juba (South Sudan)and have contributed to consultations on agenda 3 of the peace talks on accountability and reconciliation. In particular, they have emphasized the importance of forgiveness and reconciliation and making use of traditional forms of justice;

· In Bosnia-Herzegovina, delegates of children have met with the Prime Minister to advocate for their recommendations on the provision of quality education, and the importance of addressing existing discrimination within the school system – based on religious difference;

· In Guatemala, children have reflected on the presidential elections and efforts to ensure greater attention to monitoring of the peace accords and implementation of children’s rights, as well as advocating for the historical memory of the internal armed conflict to be maintained. Children and young people have also explained their interest in addressing gang culture and youth delinquency. Recognising some of the root causes which contribute to delinquency they are advocating for improved education and employment opportunities for marginalised children and youth and, increased support to families to reduce family violence and, to prevent children from running away to the streets or joining gangs.
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