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The neeting was called to order at 10.10 a.m

GENERAL DI SCUSSI ON ON THE CH LD AND THE MEDI A (agenda item 6)

1. The CHAI RPERSON said that every year the Conmittee devoted a day to the
di scussion of a particular theme with a view to encouraging w der reflection
on how t he provisions of the Convention relating to that thene were being
interpreted and inpl enented. Al though the inplenentation of the Convention
was primarily the responsibility of Governnents, social and politica

organi zations, including the nedia, could al so nake a contribution by hel ping
to ensure that rules and regulations in the matter were respected.

2. She invited the H gh Conmi ssioner for Human Rights to address the
Commi ttee.
3. M. AYALA LASSO (Hi gh Commi ssioner for Human Rights) paid tribute to the

Conmittee for its inportant work. He was pleased to see that not only
representatives of the agencies and the nmedia were present at the neeting, but
al so children, since greater participation by children in work to defend their
rights was to be encouraged.

4, Child rights issues constituted a challenge that could only be tackled
successfully by nmeans of coordinated action by society at large. That had
been denonstrated at the recent Stockholm Wrld Congress on Comercial Sexua
Expl oi tation of Children, which had succeeded, with the help of the nedia, in
i ncreasi ng awareness of the problemand in generating concrete action to dea
with it. The essential role of the media in pronoting and protecting the
rights of the individual was now wi dely recogni zed and had been enphasi zed
both at the Vienna Wrld Conference on Human Rights and within the framework
of the United Nations Decade for Human Ri ghts Education. The Centre for Human
Ri ghts was now in the process of fornmulating a human rights nedia strategy
whi ch would help it devel op better conmunication skills and woul d include the
establishment of a nedia advisory board. A training package was al so being
devel oped in order to assist interested journalists to access human rights
information and public information activities in the field of human rights
wer e bei ng increased.

5. One of the thenes selected by the Conmittee for discussion in the past,
"Children in arned conflict", had led to the appoi ntnent by the

Secretary- General of an expert on the inpact of armed conflict on children
Ms. Machel. In the process generated by the Machel study, the nedia had

pl ayed a key role by revealing grave abuses against children. M. Mache
woul d be introducing her study to the Third Committee of the General Assenbly
on 11 Novenber 1996.

6. The Conmittee was advocating a new approach to the rights of the child,
under which the child was perceived as participating in its own devel opnent
and as entitled to express views and have themtaken into account in decisions
that affected it. It was essential that that new nessage shoul d be conveyed
accurately and that, while any human rights violations suffered by children
shoul d be denounced, the accent should be on respect for the dignity of the
child as a human being. There was also a need to dissem nate the nmessage of
hope contained in the Convention and to encourage children in their own
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endeavours to bring about positive change. He attached particular inportance
to the Conmittee's activities and had designed a plan of action to strengthen
the support the Centre was providing for it. |In that connection, he paid
tribute to the fruitful collaboration the Centre enjoyed with UN CEF

7. He suggested that the discussion mght explore three questions: first,
whet her the nmedia should nmerely report violations of children's rights or
shoul d be encouraged to help in preventing them secondly, whether nore use
shoul d be nade of new technology like the Internet to bring to light evils
such as the sexual exploitation of children; and, thirdly, whether the nedia
shoul d approach children's rights solely froma |egal viewpoint or whether it
shoul d al so take account of noral issues.

8. M. HAMVARBERG sai d the work of journalists was essential for preserving
the human rights of all citizens. Journalists were in the forefront of the
battle for human rights and it was no coinci dence that every year a nunber of
them were arrested, disappeared, tortured or killed. The nedia played a
crucial role as nonitors of human rights violations and as advocates and
educators in the field of human rights.

9. The i ndependence of journalists was crucial and was now i ncreasingly
under threat not only from Governnents, but also fromconmmercial interests.
He enphasi zed that freedom of expression and freedomto nmake profits were not
the sane thing. In considering the role the nmedia could play in the defence
of children's rights, the Conmttee was not advocating censorship, but,
rather, seeking to establish a dialogue in a spirit of nutual respect.

10. The di al ogue woul d focus on three issues: first, how the younger
generation could be given a greater voice in the nedia; secondly, how children
could be nore effectively protected fromharnful influences fromthe nedia;
and, thirdly, what could be done to ensure that the nedia did not abuse
children, either individually or as a group, in their reporting. He believed
it should be possible to give children a voice which would be genui ne and not
nerely a "token" voice, particularly through radio. There should be
programes on which children could be asked to give their views on specific
situations, since those views would be likely to have a consi derabl e inpact on
listeners. Television and radi o phone-ins for children could al so be

devel oped. The UNI CEF progranme on the Wrld Wde Wb, "Voices of Youth", was
a good exanpl e of such an initiative.

11. The Convention called on Governments to devel op "gui delines" to protect
children frominformation and material injurious to their well-being.

Al t hough | aws were needed to regul ate viol ence and pornography in the nedia,
such regul ati on woul d be nore effective if it was based on voluntary
agreenments. For instance, some countries had codes of ethics with which nedia
prof essional s were expected to conply, while others had press councils to

whi ch conplaints could be addressed. Conputer devices which could be used by
the viewer to bl ock the reception of certain progranmes or which restricted
certain types of progranme to later hours in the evening were all approaches
that coul d be devel oped further
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12. Unfortunately, those approaches had not been entirely effective, partly
because, in the battle to win nore viewers, certain nedia interests had failed
to respect voluntary agreenments. |t should be realized that the consuner had
consi der abl e power; experience in Canada had shown that television conmpanies
had been forced to take into account conplaints by the public about certain
types of programme. The setting up of consumer groups and watchdog groups on
a national basis should be encouraged and he suggested that UNESCO or UN CEF
coul d give guidance to countries which did not yet have such groups.

13. There was a need for further education, not only of children, but of
adults, on how to handl e the problem of violence on the screen; Norway was the
only country to have designed a conprehensive policy in that regard. Al who
had a relationship with children - nurses, doctors, teachers and soci al

wor kers - shoul d know nore about their specific obligations to protect the
child and he suggested that training for journalists should include courses on
the rights of the child. UNESCO had done nuch to coordi nate work being done
on how to protect children against screen violence by establishing a network
of universities to research the subject.

14. The problem of how to avoid abusing children's privacy by the very fact
of reporting the abuse they had suffered was a difficult one. The nedia
needed to explore ways in which they could continue to expose abuses such as
child prostitution and at the same tinme protect the integrity of the children
i nvol ved.

15. The tendency of the media to stereotype children was very largely a
reflection of society's own attitudes and i ndeed sonme organi zati ons worKki ng
for children were thenselves guilty of stereotyping themin their propaganda
and advertising activities, chiefly for fund-raising purposes. That tendency
shoul d be conbated. Teenagers involved in crine tended to be denonized by the
press, partly because journalists were unduly dependent on police contacts.
There was al so sone gender bias in reporting on children and derogatory terns
such as "street children” and "child prostitute" were too frequently used.
Those attitudes arose in part froma lack of genuine interest in the situation
of the child and froma desire to sensationalize. They could be better
conbated if children thensel ves were able to participate in the reporting
process.

16. He suggested that newspapers all over the world should be invited to
appoint "children's correspondents”, who could be supplied - perhaps in
cooperation with UNNCEF - with up-to-date informati on on devel oprnents in
matters affecting children. Those correspondents could be invited to attend
neetings such as the current one, either on a national or on a regional basis.

17. M. ARNALDO (UNESCO) said that the presence of young people at the

di scussi on was wel cone; they might help to shed light on the inpact of the
nmedi a on young people and children, which had still not been elucidated after
many years of research. Al though two thirds of the world' s popul ati on was
made up of children, that proportion was not reflected in television
programm ng. UNESCO was currently conducting a survey in 25 countries in
order to determine the opinion of children thenselves with regard to viol ence
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on the television screen. It was also planning a major neeting in the com ng
year, in which children were expected to participate, in order to debate the
rel ati onship between children and the nedi a.

18. He drew attention to a paper on "Children, the nedia and the rights of
the child", which had been prepared by John Bennett and hinself. It made
three points. First, the relationship between violence and the nedia in rea
life was not well understood and adults did not understand what children
percei ved when they witnessed violence in the nmedia or in real life.

Secondly, the larger context of society - fanmly, school and conmmunity - al so
had to be considered, since such factors nmight have a greater influence on

i ndi vi dual behavi our than violence as portrayed by the nedia. Thirdly, it was
i mportant that protection should be provided both for the young and for their
basi c freedons.

19. Those three points had led to the foll ow ng working hypot heses that m ght
serve as a background for discussion in working groups: although the nedia
were deeply influenced by market forces, well-articul ated societal goals could
i mprove nedia quality; the greater the freedomand responsibility for

sel f-discipline enjoyed by the nmedia the nore effective the contribution they
coul d nake to social, educational and cultural goals; child participation in
the nmedia was linked to the larger question of the participation of children
in society as a whole; much nore research was required to determi ne the
beneficial or harnful contribution the media could nmake to children's

wel | -bei ng and education; and the ability of society as a whole to make its
own inforned choices was a vital factor in determning the kind of nmedia it
obt ai ned.

20. M. | GNATIEFF (UNI CEF) said that UNI CEF had | ong been concerned by the

i ssue of children, their rights and the nmedia and had built up a store of
experience that would be shared during the discussions in the working groups.
A background paper was avail abl e whi ch contai ned the many questi ons UN CEF had
formul ated on the subject.

21. At the World Congress agai nst Conmercial Sexual Exploitation of Children
held in Stockhol min August 1996, of which UNI CEF had been a sponsor,

consi derabl e attention had been given to the role of the nedia, considered as
an essential partner in protecting children's rights and worki ng hand i n hand
wi th those canpaigning to make the world safer for children

22. UNI CEF had al so been associated with a nunmber of projects which had shown
that the nmedia could provide children with a forumfor their voices to be
heard, as well as a neans of supporting each other in difficult tinmes. It had
spoken out clearly against the proliferation of violence in the nedia and the
harmit did to children's perceptions of the world and to their values. Ways
had to be found to protect children fromsuch harnful influences despite

mar ket pressures and comercial realities. There was nmuch tal k about
enpowering children, but that should not be an adult decision alone - adults
and children needed to work together to facilitate participation

Consi derati on nmust be given as to how the nmedia could help to integrate the
spirit of the Convention into their personal and professional codes of ethics.
QO her areas to be exam ned were ways of hel ping the nedia to tackle child
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rights issues nore effectively and of ensuring that the seemingly Iimtless
potential of new nmedia technol ogi es was developed in line with the needs and
rights of children w thout becom ng a danger to them

23. M. BOOTHBY (UNHCR), noting that menmbers of his son's school class were
attendi ng the current general discussion as representatives of the children's
poi nt of view, said that UNHCR had considerable interest in the topic of "The
child and the nedia", as it had a great inpact on that agency's day-to-day
work in dealing with enmergencies. Coverage by the nedia of such energencies
was frequently vital in helping to nmuster the international attention and
financial support required to help people in desperate situations. UNHCR was
coping with the needs of sorme 27 mllion persons worldw de, over half of whom
were children, and greatly appreciated the good relationship it had with the
nmedia. I n Rwanda and Burundi, in particular, radio services had given

i nval uabl e help in reuniting over 45,000 children with their famlies.

24, There were, however, occasi ons when nmessage and policies did not get
across, such as when refugee children were portrayed as in need of "rescue"
fromtheir own fanmilies or the institutionalization of children was pictured
as an acceptable way of helping them The real nmessage was that, although
refugee children were very vul nerable, they were al so hunan bei ngs that had
speci al capacities and resources that were best net in the context of their
own famlies and comunities.

25. UNHCR t ook the present opportunity to pledge to do better in that regard.
It |ooked forward to discussing natters nore fully with children, journalists
and representatives of other organizations in the working groups. It was in
the process of forrmulating its strategy to provide a followup to the

United Nations study on the inpact of armed conflict on children, in which
consi derabl e reliance would be placed on the nedia, and on its own efforts to
do better in the years to cone.

26. Ms. PENROSE (International Save the Children Alliance (I1SCA)) said there
was i ncreasing recognition of the profound inpact the nmedia had on society's
attitude to children and chil dhood. That inpact also extended to children's
expectations of their own roles in life. Children's issues deserved extensive
coverage and should be represented in their entirety; children also had the
right to a significant voice in that coverage

27. | SCA shared the views of those who considered that a set of guidelines
woul d be useful, but felt that they should be drafted to assist not only
journalists, but also advertisers, non-governnental organizations,

United Nations bodi es and ot her organi zati ons and i ndivi dual s concerned about
children. In the Convention, articles 12, 13, 14, 16, 17 and 29 were
particularly relevant to a discussion on children, ethics and the nedi a.

28. | SCA had prepared a di scussion paper that reviewed positions worldw de on
the issue. |In general, there was nuch criticismof the general |ack of
attention paid to children's issues and of the way children were portrayed and
their views represented. Many stereotypes had been noted, such as the violent
child, the poor or victimchild, the gender stereotyped child or the innocent
or romanticized child. Mich reporting of children in the nmedia concerned
cases of crine, drugs and violence only. Children thenselves, 61 per cent
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according to one United States survey, conplained of that situation, asserting
that it gave them a negative view of thenselves, while 53 per cent wanted nore
attention given to children involved in praiseworthy activities.

29. In a review of 16 existing nedia codes applicable at the national and
international levels, |ISCA had found that only three nmade any specific
reference to children, and two of those dealt with children only as victins or
perpetrators of crime. Although many existing guidelines did cover inportant
principles, they were not enough to inpel the nedia to play a catalytic role
in informng, educating and entertaining the public on children's issues and
maki ng children aware of their rights. The |ISCA paper put forward a nunber of
general principles to be followed by children and nedi a gui delines and
suggested a nunber of neans by which those principles could best be

i mpl enented in practice. It proposed action that the nmedia, schools,

non- gover nment al organi zati ons, parents and others could take to inprove nedia
coverage. In preparing the paper, nmany interesting initiatives had been

di scovered in various parts of the world, but there had been no evidence that
they were known to each other. Geater efforts would have to be made to
pronot e exchanges of information in the field.

30. | SCA wel comed the opportunity to take part in what woul d be an inportant
di scussion. The Convention required that children should be seen as inportant
subjects for the nedia, that children should contribute to the nmedia and that

t hey shoul d be portrayed nore accurately. Media professionals needed to break
the constraints that currently bound themto markets that used, but had little
use for children.

31. Ms von HALL (Svenska Dagblat) said that, as a correspondent in the

M ddl e East, Africa and Europe in both peacetinme and during | arge-scal e
conflicts, she had often encountered children in difficult circunstances.

Al though it was not al ways possible for journalists to followthe daily lives
of children in situations of social or political unrest, such an experience
coul d add a di nensi on whi ch deepened their understanding of the problens of
chi | dren.

32. It was inportant for journalists to know how nuch exposure they could
give to children wi thout causing harm bearing in mnd how quickly children

| earned to mani pulate the nmedia. Children living in situations characterized
by viol ence, abuse and neglect often capitalized on the attention of the nedia
for financial gain and as a nmeans of affirming their identity. There was,
however, the risk that the plight of children could be trivialized through
over exposur e.

33. Enor nous i nprovenents had been made in cooperation between the nedia,

i nternational organizations and NGOs in the field. Wile there was a need for
gui delines on dealing with children in vulnerable situations, it was not
certain that correspondents would have the to study those guidelines because
of the constraints under which they worked. The guidelines should therefore
be sent to news editors, who could study them and would then be in a position
to revise copy submtted by correspondents on the basis of an established code
of ethics. It was nevertheless unlikely that nedia organizati ons would have
enough resources to appoint correspondents reporting exclusively on issues
related to children.
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34. The CHAI RPERSON, stressing the need for balance in nedia coverage of
child-related issues, said that the contributions of journalists could be used
in further discussions by the Committee on children and the nedia.

35. Ms. PETERS (International Federation of Journalists) said it was

i mportant to renenber that journalists operated under many constraints,

i ncludi ng those inposed by Governnments and the narket, and that those
constraints influenced the way in which the nedia treated the question of
ethics and child-related issues. There was roomfor the adoption of practica
initiatives to increase the participation of children in the nedia. Proposals
for action included nmedia literacy progranmmes, the establishment of children's
pages i n newspapers, special programes involving youth nmagazi nes and

tel evision and radi o broadcasts targeting young audi ences.

36. It was also inportant to increase journalists' and editors' awareness of
how t hey could comunicate with children. Tine was a key elenent. Private
and State-owned nmedi a organi zations had to give journalists the opportunity
and the tinme, which inplied adequate resources, to adopt approaches to stories
which built up children's confidence to express thensel ves el oquently and
effectively.

37. I n discussing harnful influences on children, it nust be borne in mnd
that the content of the electronic and witten press reflected the interests
of viewers and readers. What needed to be dealt with were the reasons why
vi ol ence and pornography, for exanple, appealed to the public.

38. Codes of conduct and guidelines for journalists were usually formulated
by trade uni ons and professional associations and, as such, did not
specifically deal with the rights of the child. Consequently, every effort
shoul d be nade to find innovative ways of applying codes of ethics in all
aspects of media activities and to encourage journalists to think about the

i npact and consequences of their reporting.

39. Respect for the integrity of the child in nmedia reporting was threatened
by the influence of commercial inperatives on editorial decision-making and
hypocrisy in sone of those who clainmed to speak on behal f of children.
Editorial independence was therefore crucial to ensuring respect for the
integrity of children. Public service nedia could play an inportant role in
that regard by providing investigative reports on issues related to children
Journalistic professionalism which included concern for accuracy, would help
conbat stereotypes.

40. The CHAI RPERSON t hanked the participants for their contributions and
suggestions and invited themto continue the discussions in working groups.

The neeting rose at 11.45 a.m




