SPEECH DELIVERED BY MR. GEZAHEGN KEBEDE, THE REGIONAL DIRECTOR OF PLAN INTERNATIONAL IN EASTERN AND SOUTHERN AFRICA, AT THE FOURTH INTERNATIONAL POLICY CONFERENCE ON THE AFRICAN CHILD HELD IN ADDIS ABABA, ETHIOPIA, ON DECEMBER 7 -8, 2010.

THE CHAIRPERSON, DISTINGUSHED DELEGATES, COLLEAGUES AND FRIENDS

GOOD MORNING.

I would like to congratulate you, Mr. Chairperson, and other members of your committee, for convening the fourth International Policy Conference (IPC) on the African Child with a special focus on budgeting for children.

This conference is a biennial event aimed at promoting policy dialogue and providing a platform for engaging and interacting on the challenges facing children in Africa and the policy choices that governments could consider to promote children’s wellbeing. 

I am therefore very happy to be associated with this event as a strategic partner of the African Child Policy Forum. My organization, Plan International, works for the rights and well-being of children and youth in Africa and we give due attention to the underlying causes that block the attainment of their universal rights. 

Ladies and gentlemen, the United Nations Child Rights Convention (CRC) and the African Charter on the Rights and Wellbeing of Children (ACRWC) stipulate that governments, as part of their key role as duty-bearers, give regular reports to the UN Committee and the African Union’s Committee of Experts on the Rights and Wellbeing of Children on the child rights situation in their countries and show that progress continues to be made. 

In this regard, governments are expected to spend increasingly more budget in a more effective way to achieve child rights. It is also expected that governments make resources available to support the maximum possible fulfilment of children’s human, social, civil and cultural rights, with particular attention to the most vulnerable children.  

Our observation is that while some governments in Africa are doing very well in availing resources under the national budgets for child rights, others still have a long way to go. The African Report on Child Wellbeing  2011 is a rich research which increases our knowledge of budgeting for and with children and will bolster our capacity to act upon states’ obligations with critical evidence. 

Chairperson, it should be noted that all organisations working with and for children, directly or indirectly, have a moral and legal responsibility to protect children from both intentional and unintentional harm.  To fight child poverty and to advance child rights effectively, it is important to pay attention to the broader issues that negatively affect child protection, such as domestic violence, harmful traditional practices, abuse by the police, child exploitation and sexual abuse, etc. 

In order to achieve maximum protection for children, public knowledge of the resources that governments make available in budgets at all levels for the protection of children must be widespread.  It is also necessary to encourage and ensure the meaningful participation of children in matters of national resource allocation as this influences their ability to manifest changes in their environments.

Chairperson, it must be noted that citizens, in particular children and youth, have the right to be informed about the public budgeting process. There are many reasons for this. Firstly, many national constitutions state that “sovereignty resides in the people …, in whose name and for whose welfare the powers of government are to be exercised…”  Therefore, in the exercise of their powers, including the power to plan and spend resources, governments are expected to exhibit transparency and accountability. In addition, an important source of government revenue is through taxing its citizens and other inhabitants in the country and governments are also obliged to show how these resources have been put to use. 

In view of the foregoing, it is imperative to ensure the spread of budget activism among children and youth to ensure that more young people engage with budgets in order to influence the budget process and achieve people-centred budgets that will adequately cater for the interests of children and youth.   

Ladies and gentlemen, allow me to use this platform share some of the work that we are doing on child and gender responsive budgeting. In June this year, our office in West Africa, in partnership with the Integrated Social Development Centre (ISODEC), launched a training manual on budget advocacy to assist in training children and young people on the national budgeting process and budget advocacy.  

We have also been holding a series of workshops for children and youths above the age of 12 to demystify the concept of budgets and enable them to view budgets as useful and accessible policy and governance documents. These workshops have helped activate in young people an interest in studying, analyzing and tracking budgetary allocations, particularly in relation to implementing measures for the protection and wellbeing of children.

The idea is to involve children and young people in governance issues, particularly budget issues. In so doing we were mindful of the fact that traditionally society usually excludes children and youth from participating in decision making even when such decisions affect them directly. Thus, we felt it was important to create an enabling environment for children in which they can learn easily and increase their confidence, while assuring them of their right to participate in decision making.

We are very happy to have a youth representing a partner youth group working with Plan in Ghana who will speak more about the experiences and the lessons learnt in budgeting with youth, during this conference.

Chairperson, Plan International has a historical relationship with the Africa Child Policy Forum (ACPF), one that started in 2003. During the course of our partnership, the relationship transformed from a funding exchange to a partnership based on relational equity, mutual benefits and transparency. One of the first joint endeavours in this renewed partnership is gender responsive budgeting for children in the African context. A study on this topic was completed as a supplement to the African Report on Child Wellbeing 2011 and will be presented in one of the sessions of this conference.  

Gender-responsive budgeting for children in the African context is about assessing whether allocations of government resources reflect serious commitments towards redressing gender inequality in child wellbeing and to what extent these allocations have contributed towards creating greater gender parity between girls and boys.

Studies abound show that girls are disadvantaged relative to boys, according to key economic, social, and political measures of equality, which has made it politically and socially compelling to include gender considerations in budget programs and policies. 

It is important to remember that the actions (and inaction) of the public sector can have different gender impacts.  This is because the situations, roles, responsibilities and priorities of men and women differ in many ways that are critical to the policy and programmatic choices of the public sector.
  Therefore, we can say that no policy or program is ever gender-neutral and this needs to be reflected in budget priorities and their allocations.  

We feel it is imperative that gender budgeting is integrated into budget processes in a way that generates tangible improvements in policy outcomes. The focus of gender responsive budget analysis from a child right’s perspective should not only be on examining the amount of resources allocated to boys and girls but also on comparing these amounts against key gender indicators related to child wellbeing. More specifically, these should include:

· The extent to which the allocation of government resources reflects a serious commitment to addressing gender inequality and gender gaps in child wellbeing;

· The extent to which government resources are allocated fairly to both girls and boys irrespective of their socio-economic background;

· The adequacy and longer term impact of budget expenditures for addressing gender inequality and discrimination in child wellbeing;

Since 2007, Plan International has published annual ‘Because I am a Girl’ reports. Each year, the report has a specific angle of analysis. Plan’s 4th ‘Because I am a Girl’ report 2010 is called Digital and Urban Frontiers; Girls in a changing Landscape and is at the conference for dissemination. The focus of the 2009 report was on “Girls in the Global Economy:  Adding It All Up”. The report found that investing in young women can literally transform lives and lift entire nations out of poverty. It highlighted the important role that girls and young women play in economic growth and the missed opportunities of failing to invest in their futures. Still now, our research continues to show that the world’s girls are at risk. Today’s economic and social inequalities are costly – not only for the half a billion girls growing up in developing countries, but also for the societies they live in and the global economy as a whole. Investing in girls should therefore be at the heart of our efforts to address global poverty and restore global economic stability. Gender responsive budgeting from a child rights perspective can be key to addressing the inadequacies which we witness today. Comparing budget allocations with gender indicators and proven interventions for gender equality is one way to actively engage decision-makers in debating public spending, strategies, and alternative proposals on the basis of facts.

Ladies and gentlemen, the two projects that I have alluded to, i.e. budgeting with youth and gender responsive budgeting from a child rights perspective are implemented in a spirit of partnership. Plan International believes that working together is a pre-condition to deliver on our promises for children. Together we can fulfill the dreams and aspirations of the African children!

On behalf of Plan International, I wish to send special felicitations to every child in Africa. We love you and appreciate you.

I thank you. 
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