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This report has been written with a number of goals 
in mind. It aims to provide an accurate record of what 
participants felt was a ground-breaking regional 
meeting, bringing together for the fi rst time many of the 
stakeholders involved in the battle to address violence 
against children in Europe and Central Asia.

It also comprises, along with the country responses to 
the study questionnaire, the region’s main input into 
the UN Secretary-General’s Study on Violence against 
Children. In this sense, the report aims to capture issues 
and perspectives from the region that could help shape 
the main lines and content of the global study. The report 
should be read in conjunction with the Background Papers 
commissioned for the Regional Consultation, individual 

reports submitted by different organizations and the many 
rich presentations that were made during the meeting. 
These are available via hyperlink access to this report 
(violence study.org/europe-ca ) and hopefully will 
provide resources for others working for the elimination of 
violence against children. 

A last set of objectives relates to the title of the 
Consultation: ACT NOW! The outcome statement and 
recommendations by participants of each Working Group 
provide a roadmap for states and civil society to engage 
afresh in their efforts to combat violence against children, 
and sets out an agenda for immediate action within 
the region itself. It is hoped the report will serve as a 
reference and stimulus to that goal.

PREFACE
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The ACT NOW! ECA Regional Consultation for the UN 
Study on Violence against Children was planned and 
co-coordinated by a Steering Group made up of the 
Government of Slovenia, the Council of Europe, UNICEF, 
WHO Euro, OHCHR, the NGO Advisory Panel to the 
UN study, and representatives of children. A separate 
inter-agency Working Group organized media and 
communication support. Save the Children convened and 
coordinated the Working Group on participation of children 
working closely with the Slovenia-based Regional NGO 
SEECRAN, the Council of Europe and UNICEF. Each of 
these partners played a key role in the preparation for and 
holding of the Consultation.

The Consultation would not have been possible without 
the active contribution of many people, including the 

Keynote Speakers, Chairs and Co-chairs of the Plenary and 
Working Group sessions, panellists and resource persons, 
authors of the background papers, rapporteurs and the 
delegation of children who participated throughout. A 
special note of thanks is due to Professor Jacob Doek 
who acted as General Rapporteur of the Consultation and 
guided its fi nal outcomes, and to Paulo Sérgio Pinheiro, 
Independent Expert, for his active involvement throughout. 
Funding of the Consultation by the EU’s DAPHNE 
programme provided support to the overall meeting.

Special appreciation is due to the Government of Slovenia, 
who were generous hosts and who, through the active role 
of the Prime Minister and all the key sectoral Ministers of 
the Government, illustrated the way political leaders can 
be engaged in eliminating violence against children.
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It is foreseeable that, within a generation, violence 
against children across the region will be regarded 
as unacceptable. A shift in attitudes and values is 
already underway although we are still too close to 
fully understand and appreciate its long-term and larger 
signifi cance.

The Regional Consultation for Europe and Central Asia 
brought together more than 300 participants from 52 
countries to examine and take stock of progress to 
eliminate violence against children. They learned not only 
from each other but from the views and contribution of 
children themselves. The Consultation sharpened a vision 
for the region and in doing so helped lay out a roadmap to 
guide countries as they move forward in their efforts to 
combat such violence.

Meeting from 5th-7th July 2005 in Ljubljana, Slovenia, 
the specifi c purpose of the Regional Consultation was to 
provide input from the European and Central Asian region 
into the UN Secretary-General’s Study on Violence against 
Children. An equally important objective however was to 
energize new attention to violence against children and 
mobilize political action across the European and Central 
Asian region. It had as its motif: ACT NOW!

The major outcome of the Consultation was the Ljubljana 
‘Final Conclusions’: a call for action across the ECA 
region, identifying nine priority areas of action.

Europe and Central Asia is the region with the strongest 
human rights frameworks in place. It has structures, 
knowledge and major resources at its disposal. There is 
also documented experience of countries where values 
surrounding violence towards children have shifted in a 
generation.

At the same time, the gap between theory and practice 
remains disturbingly wide in most if not all countries. 
Evidence suggests that children in Europe are as vulnerable 
to violence as in any other region. While there is good 
practice in a number of countries, the response is too often 
fragmented, small scale, and often not documented and 
shared. Each country needs to examine why these gaps 
persist and what needs to be done to close them rapidly.

The Consultation itself was organized in a series of 
plenaries, and eight working groups where violence in 
different settings was examined, experiences discussed and 

recommendations made. Children came the best prepared, 
benefi ting from their own preparatory meeting. A special 
‘ACT NOW!’ session during the Consultation gave children 
a chance to turn the tables on the adults and ask bold 
questions about violence and what adults were going to do 
about it when they returned to their countries. In working 
groups, children’s voices were important in ensuring that 
focus was kept on issues they felt strongly about.

A special feature of the Consultation was the sharing 
of experience between Western and Eastern Europe. 
Material conditions vary considerably across the region, 
and institutional structures have different faces. Despite 
diversity, there was a striking convergence of conclusions 
across the working groups. This included: The role of the 
State in combating violence – a theme that ran throughout 
the Consultation. Not because the State is the only 
stakeholder in addressing violence but because it has clear 
accountabilities stemming from the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (CRC) and which apply to every child, 
in any environment. It was reminded that the State has a 
direct obligation to protect children from violence in all State 
institutions, including schools and residential facilities. At 
the same time it was underlined that the State is the only 
actor which can effectively break the silence that surrounds 
different forms of hidden violence – including those where 
traditional respect for the family wittingly or unwittingly 
allows behaviours and practices that are harmful to children. 
In so doing, it can open the way for other actors to engage 
and liberate new energies for change. 

Among the major conclusions that emerged was the 
need for each country to have a coherent ‘strategy’ to 
combat violence against children. That strategy needs to 
be based on a careful assessment of the local situation 
and opportunities, identifi cation of gaps, and potential 
alliances with professionals, parents and children 
themselves. It was underlined that the measure of success 
depends, not on fi nancial resources, but on courage and 
conviction to challenge conventional wisdom and mindsets. 
Here, clear vision, establishing benchmarks, mobilization 
of like-minded persons, genuine partnering with children, 
perseverance and use of every opportunity and public 
space are going to be critical. In order to shift norms 
around behaviours as deeply embedded such as violence 
against children, strategies have to be ambitious in order 
to create a momentum of social change, with sustained 
action over long periods, and monitored carefully to check 
progress on different dimensions.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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The content of such strategies needs to take into account 
that:
• there is a strong symbolic power in laws that prohibit 

violence. When legislators take a stand on an issue, the 
issue begins to be taken seriously. It also sends a clear 
and powerful message into the family that violence is 
no longer acceptable;

• capacities and accountabilities of parents, professionals 
and public authorities need to be built up. Parents and 
teachers in particular need support to adopt ‘a new 
paradigm’ in relationships between adults and children 
where violence no longer has a place;

• a continuum of linked-up ‘child-sensitive’ services 
need to be based upon standards ensuring quality and 
appropriateness of response to any individual child;

• effective and confi dential channels for reporting and 
acting on complaints by children must be established 
widely and monitored carefully;

• children themselves are strategic partners, who offer 
unique insights and understanding of the issues as well 
as creativity required for the response.

The specifi c recommendations made in each of the 
‘settings’ where violence occurs highlighted the need for 
thoughtful understanding of each context, and for rapid 
dissemination of interventions that have been proved to 
be effective. One of the outcomes of the Consultation was 
to see an alliance emerging – of organizations, individuals 
and children’s groups – each committed to pursuing the 
common agenda and taking action forward at both national 
and regional levels. This now needs to be given structure 
and support.

The Committee on the Rights of the Child was urged to 
intensify its efforts to monitor progress of Member States 
towards the elimination of violence against children.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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The Regional Consultation signalled a growing momentum 
for change. More and more countries in the region are 
recognizing the lack of respect for children’s dignity and 
are moving towards new laws and standards to protect 
children from violence. There are States in the region 
that have championed this cause and have demonstrated 
that change in behaviour is possible. At the same time, 
progress across the region is uneven, with countries 
at very different stages of response. The Convention 
on the Rights of the Child provided the framework and 
benchmarks for discussions and deliberations throughout 
the Consultation.

Organized by the Council of Europe in partnership with 
UNICEF, the World Health Organization, the Offi ce of 
the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, the NGO 
Advisory Panel and hosted by the Government of Slovenia, 
the Consultation brought together, for the fi rst time across 
the region, senior government offi cials, international 
organizations, experts, academics and practitioners, NGOs 
and children to take stock of how violence affects children 
in an area stretching from Iceland to the Sea of Japan.

Its goals were threefold: (a) to provide input into the UN 
Secretary-General’s Study on Violence against Children; 
(b) to mobilize political commitment to address violence 
against children; and (c) to lay out an agenda for action and 
research for the European and Central Asian region.

Overall, countries of Europe and Central Asia have in 
place the strongest legal frameworks to protect children 
from violence. Yet in practice children still fi nd themselves 
subject to violence without effective means of prevention 
or redress – partly because much of that violence is 
happening within spheres of life where the State does not 
enter, or colludes in silence. In too many countries, these 
remain spheres where clear and effective action is lacking 
and were a focus for discussion. 

Recent assessment of trends of violence in Europe 
suggests that children in Europe and Central Asia are 
as vulnerable to violence as in any other part of the 
world.1 Children continue to be subject to violence that 
ranges from physical and sexual violence to emotional 
and psychological violence in all spheres of life, including 

the home, the school, residential institutions and the 
community, both by State and private hands. Extreme 
forms of violence related to pornography and traffi cking 
are growing, as is violence in the media.2 The evidence 
suggests that levels of such violence within the region 
are less linked to a country’s GDP per capita than to its 
attitudes towards children, and the political signifi cance of 
children in society.

Discussions in working groups addressed four settings: 
the home and family where, even with Europe’s strong 
human rights framework, unacceptable violence is still 
tolerated; in residential institutions where over 
a million children across the region fi nd themselves; 
in schools where violence appears to be showing a 
disturbing rise; and in the community where random 
and purposeful acts of violence against children are 
increasingly coming to light. Presenters from different 
countries shared knowledge and perspectives, and 
children’s views and experiences entered into the 
discussion. A set of background papers provided a context 
and offered frameworks of analysis and questions for the 
individual sessions in working groups.

One of the special features of this Consultation was its 
explicit human rights approach. There have been a number 
of previous meetings on violence against children, many at 
national level, often drawing on a public health perspective. 
The UN Secretary-General’s Study is seeking to provide a 
bridge between the evidence of violence against children 
and the obligation falling on States to protect children 
from violence in whatever form, and in whatever setting. 
The public health approach underlines the costs and 
consequences of violence, both for children and society, 
and prevention; the human rights approach emphasizes 
accountabilities and the need to put in place mechanisms to 
ensure these accountabilities are fulfi lled. The human rights 
approach also puts a spotlight on the experience of those 
groups of children whose status on grounds of ethnicity, 
citizenship, health status or disability heightens their 
vulnerability to violence. It is the combination of these two 
approaches that needs to drive the changes for new norms 
to emerge. Finally, the human rights approach reminds that 
we need to do this not only because such strategies are 

1. A TIME FOR CHANGE

1  ‘Violence against Children in Europe – A Preliminary Review of the Evidence’, UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre, June 2005.

2  There is now considerable evidence of each of these forms of violence in the region; but the research is unevenly distributed across countries 
– with some countries with little or no research carried out.
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more effective in combating violence but to do so because 
children have rights.

The main outcome of the Consultation – the Ljubljana 
‘Final Conclusions’ – sets out a common agenda for 
action that participants committed to follow up within their 
own country. Nine priority areas of action were highlighted 
(see full text below). These now need governmental 
endorsement in a more formal sense as commitments 
that can be tracked and monitored. Speeches on the last 
day emphasized the opportunities ahead and the critical 
importance of bold action by States, as well as individuals, 
in order to shift the paradigm in the way children are 
treated.

1. A TIME FOR CHANGE
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2.1 Recognition of the problem in 
societies and in law 

In a global perspective, the European and Central Asian 
region is ahead of others in pursuing prohibition of all 
violence against children. Law reform is accelerating 
rapidly, largely thanks to strong regional human rights 
frameworks promoted by the Council of Europe.

The Consultation stressed that, while legal standards are 
essential, on their own, they are not going to be enough to 
bring about the major societal changes to eradicate violence 
against children. The critical need at this time is for boldness 
in demystifying the kinds of violence that occur, and where it 
occurs, emphasizing that no place should be considered safe 
or sacred to escape such scrutiny. 

Commitments have been made by States to tackle such 
violence. Nevertheless, many countries continue to 
hesitate or drag their feet in moving to implement these 
commitments, regardless of the fact that evidence is clear 
that in no country do children have suffi cient protection. 

Long-term, sustained strategies are needed – ones 
that combine legal action with public awareness 
and information campaigns, capacity-building and 
strengthening of the accountability of professionals, 
systematic monitoring, and the involvement of children. 

It was stressed that Europe and Central Asia has in place 
many of the institutional structures that are needed 
to bring about shifts in the factors that cause violence 
against children. Effective governance structures, universal 
school and health systems, high media access exist in 
almost all countries. There are also major resources at 
governments and, potentially, at civil society’s disposal. 
Countries in the region are thus in a position to go further 
than in many other parts of the world and play a leadership 
role in combating violence. The question posed is whether 
Europe and Central Asia will choose to play that role!

2.2 Explicit prohibitions of all forms of 
violence, including corporal punishment

States need to invest in a preventive approach to violence. 
There was a repeated call for comprehensive approaches 
to reduction of violence, underlining that too often efforts 
in individual areas were scattered and not effective in 
creating an overall protected environment for children.

Violence in the family is perhaps the greatest challenge 
facing most if not all countries in the region. It also has 
a strategic signifi cance: if one can forbid violence in the 
family, then effectively it will be forbidden everywhere.

One issue stood out in its signifi cance to the larger effort 
– that of bringing an end to corporal punishment across 
Europe and Central Asia. Should one form of violence 
be singled out, especially when other forms of violence 
such as sexual violence are so serious and widespread? 
The argument for seeking outright prohibition of corporal 
punishment was reiterated strongly in the Consultation: fi rst, 
this measure lies within the power of the State to enact. 
More strategically, though, banning corporal punishment 
sends a powerful message of what is acceptable behaviour 
in society towards children, one that needs to enter into the 
family as well as in more public spaces. 

2.3 The need for ‘strategies’

How a government translates the legal framework into 
action was a key theme of the meeting, and explored 
in each of the working groups. Strategy and timing are 
crucial. Countries in the region, such as Sweden, have 
shown how, over a time span of thirty years, it is possible 
to consistently pursue change in parental attitudes 
combining legal action with public dialogue. The 16 
countries in Europe and Central Asia that have legally 
prohibited physical violence against children in the family 
and home are following similar paths – sometimes with 
a broad communication approach, sometimes with more 
targeted interventions. It was underlined that no one 
approach is necessarily correct and a mix of strategies is 
likely to be needed.

One of the themes that cut across the Consultation was 
that there are important experiences in the region to 
draw on, and that there is a need for champions to blaze 
the trail ahead – with countries that have moved ahead 
fastest playing a role in bringing other countries along and 
showing the path for others. But it was underlined that 
many countries in the region do not have a coordinated 
and cohesive strategy at the national level in place. It 
was also reminded that countries that have already made 
progress should not stop there, but need to break new 
ground in protection of children. Children will continue to 
be exposed to violence and it is important for each country 
to continually fi ne-tune approaches and tailor them to the 
individual child.

2. THEMES AND DEBATES
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2.4 The critical role of professionals and 
others in contact with children

The State has to ensure that, as a minimum, all violence 
by its own agents stops, ensuring that this happens 
throughout governments own services and, albeit 
indirectly, through the private sector. In each of the four 
settings of the Consultation there was a call to strengthen 
the capacities and accountability of all professionals (care 
providers, teachers, health professionals, social workers, 
police and staff of correctional facilities, etc.) who are in 
direct contact with children, equipping them with skills 
both to manage and mediate confl ict better. This needs 
to be backed up by effective monitoring systems and new 
forms of horizontal accountability to the community.

This oversight extends to areas that have traditionally 
been self-regulated and managed such as sports and 
faith-based organizations – areas where there is a strong 
illusion that children are necessarily safe, that needs 
to be broken. New mechanisms between the State and 
organizations that have charge of children need to be 
matched by more transparency and vigour in dealing with 
instances of violence.

There was also a call for ‘child-sensitive’ approaches 
where services come to the child rather than expecting 
the child to go to the service. The principle of ‘one-stop’ 
locations for children was endorsed – which can be used 
to facilitate coordinated government and NGO response to 
issues such as violence, and a need to be combined with a 
respect of children’s rights.

The more ‘closed’ an institution, the greater the risk 
of violence. A strong case was made for much greater 
transparency and open door policies for all institutions 
where children are living. This principle applies across both 
residential institutions and correctional facilities where 
children fi nd themselves, and to schools that lie outside 
the authority of ministries of education – including military 
schools.

2.5 A ‘new paradigm’ for treating and 
bringing up children – relationships, 
discipline, communication, power and 
authority

Certain behaviours are just not right. Violence as an 
acceptable part of the way children are treated is one 
of those. Is it not possible, in the words of one young 
participant, for it to become ‘modern not to be violent?’ 
This question led to much discussion on parenting 
and the treatment of children – not only by biological 
parents – but of any type of caregiver or foster parents. 
There was agreement on many areas: that it involves 
new relations based on trust, and on recognition of the 
fundamental importance of respect for the physical 
integrity and dignity of the child; that it also calls for new 
forms of communication between children and adults; 
and promotion of non-violent rearing practices and 
confl ict resolution. It needs to avoid mixing up respect 
for children’s rights with adult views on discipline and 
punishment. It also calls for practical support for parents 
– often not in place. This adds up to, in many countries, a 
change in paradigm in the way children are brought up and 
treated. Paradigm shifts are such that once they have been 
achieved, it appears obvious and almost unthinkable that a 
previous interpretation of the world was possible. The key 
question is how can a State facilitate this shift? Countries 
are at different points in that trajectory of change. How 
does convergence towards a new norm take place? How 
can it be accelerated?

2.6 Children themselves as active agents

Throughout this Consultation the message was clear 
that a partnership with children is not just desirable but 
a necessary part of strategies. Children have important 
insights in what it is to experience violence, where it 
hurts, and much to offer in terms of shaping strategies 
that address violence. Children asked to be treated as a 
source of valid information and knowledge, one that can be 
complementary to that of adults. Children need to be seen 
as ‘strategic partners’ in this endeavour, but the question is 
how to do this in an ethical and non-manipulative way. This 
is a challenge that needs to be explored in every country. 
Are adults willing or able to make such partnership real?
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2.7 Where do we go from here? 
More research, yes – Do we wait for it, no.

The Consultation has opened new ground and has led to 
enthusiasm that a decisive new step forward was taking 
place. But the question on what happens next and how the 
momentum can be capitalized on was also tabled.  

It was not possible during the Consultation to fully discuss 
the way forward. Forging partnerships at national level 
between government, civil society and children is going 
to be key. Innovation is needed in how to inject energy in 
countries that can be champions in taking up this agenda. 
The leadership of those countries that are most advanced 
is going to be of greatest importance. 

While there is insuffi cient data at regional level to give 
an authoritative picture of violence against children (what 
its exact dimensions are, whether it is increasing or 
decreasing), it was strongly urged that lack of data should 
not be a bar to action. There is enough information available 
to move ahead in designing strategies and putting these 
into action. At the same time, there is a need for much more 
evidence-based analysis and dissemination of what works 
as interventions. The European and Central Asian region 
needs to develop an agenda for research related to violence 
against children; fi nd effective mechanisms to support this 
and fi nance it generously.

If carried out successfully, these efforts to tackle 
violence against children will become a movement, not 
orchestrated, but grass-roots. ACT NOW!








































































































