Children’s

An Opportunity for Participation

/

Wh Children’s Municipal Councils (CMCs) involve children and adolescents as
y partners in making key decisions related to childrens’ issues in the community.
Children,s Through the CMCs, an active role is created for young people in their
communities which helps build their self esteem. By encouraging young
. = people to participate in the work of the CMCs, their full potential is developed
M unici pal and, at the same time, their potential for protection is increased. Thus, young
. people can become catalysts for positive change in their communities, even

COU NncCi |S7 in situations of crisis or environments of conflict.

Three key elements of CMCs include:

® Providing a mechanism for adolescents to become
partners in city decision making processes that affect
children’s lives.

m Creating a supportive environment for children’s
participation by raising awareness and changing attitudes
of adults towards this end.

m Making a real change in the local community based on
children’s assessment of needs and participation in
defining and implementing solutions.

Children’s Municipal
Councils in the occupied
Palestinian territory (oPt) R

The first CMC in the occupied Palestinian territory (oPt) was elected in the city of Jericho, in September
1999. It was inspired by a similar initiative in Tunisia. It began with an idea - a vision - and a large
measure of determination. It has since served as a model to inspire mayors and children throughout
oPt. Indeed the great progress that has been achieved for adolescents living under conflict in oPt has
motivated other cities around the world to experiment with these concepts.
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In 2002, faced with the challenges of
reducing the impact of conflict on children’s
daily life in Jenin and Gaza, UNICEF
mobilized their mayors. Using the success
story of Jericho, a comprehensive approach
to empower and protect children’s rights
was launched in the form of the Child
Friendly Cities Initiative (CFCI).

Now, as part of the CFCI, hundreds of children
throughout oPt have been elected to CMCs
and are working in partnership with mayors,
city officials, parents, teachers, school and
local leaders, and neighborhood committees
to take positive action in their communities.

CMCs are now active in 8 cities in the oPt -
Gaza City, Hebron, Jenin, Jericho, Khan
Younis, Nablus, Rafah and Tubas.
Altogether, more than 100,000 Palestinian

children have participated in CMC elections.
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CHILDREN’S
MUNICIPAL
COUNCILS-BEYOND
BELIEF

The CMCs in oPt have generated an
amazing impact that is beyond belief given
the conflict and environment in which
CMCs are functioning. The CMCs have
been functioning despite conflict, closures
and curfews. CMCs have overcome many
challenges and here are some examples
which demonstrate the remarkable facets
and achievements of CMCs:

Children know their rights and are empowered to speak up:
In Khan Younis, the first CMC election was held in April 2005. More than 13,000 children voted in 14

schools and 2 community centers for children with disabilities. From hundreds of candidates elected
in the primaries, 32 CMC members were elected. Primary candidates from a girl’s school in Khan

Younis voiced their enthusiasm, one day before the election: “We are more confident”, “I know my
rights”. When asked what projects they planned to improve their school they quickly explained that
they did not intend to only improve their school but their communities and all the city of Khan Younis.
“We need play areas”, “Clean streets and better sanitation”, “We need to plant trees”, “We want a
newsletter to publish our stories”, and “We don‘t want words, but action”.
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Children’s participation generates
hope at times of conflict:

The success of the CMC in Rafah,
located on the southern border of the
Gaza Strip is unique. The children of
Rafah continuously face closures,
incursions, house demolitions and they
have often been direct victims of the
conflict. The CMC decided that they
could help their peers. Thus, during
summer camps they volunteered to
interact with young children and not
only act as role models. They agreed
to pass on all the good ideas and skills
they had learned during the CMC
trainig course. Examples included
using media as an outlet for their
opinions and views, playing as actors
of change in their communities and
providing support to their peers during
harsh times. This has brought hope
into this troubled community.

Children contribute positively to their communities:

Since its inception, the Jenin CMC has faced significant
challenges due to regular curfews and closures imposed on
the city. The CMC was determined to make a significant
change, they launched a mobile cinema, increasing
opportunities to socialize and come together for recreation.
They also revitalized 4 safe play areas so that children and
families could enjoy recreational activities which also had a
positive psychosocial effect. They even networked with the
CMCs of Nablus and Jericho to exchange and share ideas.

Attitudes of community members change positively

towards children’s participation:

In Gaza and Hebron, for example, it has been the parents,
teachers and community leaders, including religious
spokespersons, that have helped to lead the way. The two
women, who serve as facilitators for the Gaza City CMC recall
that the idea, when first introduced, took some time to gather
support at the community level. When asked about how the
community came to accept the innovative ideas of the CMC -
including mixed meetings where girls and boys participate in
open discussion with city officials - they explained that the
community was won over by advantages that were
demonstrated early on including growth in confidence of
adolescents, better articulation and communication skills and
enhanced interaction with their peers.
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Children’s priorities on municipalities’
agendas:

The Gaza CMC has demonstrated serious
commitment to an agenda for child rights and
community action. They have forged a
longstanding and productive relationship with
city officials and are serious about their priority
actions to be implemented. The children’s
agenda is based on a needs survey and
assessment which they conducted in 10 city
neighborhoods. They carefully prioritized the
results ranging from recreational activities for
young children to the recycling of city waste
and advocated for these priorities among the
municipality officials and community members.
The CMC has gradually gained the trust of the
municipality officials who are now consulting
regularly with the CMC on issues related to

] their lives.
2004-02094 / Steve Sabella

Children’s participation influences their lives:

In the city of Jenin, the CMC was established in July 2003, with 30 members bringing children together
from neighborhoods in the city and the Jenin refugee camp. CMC members voiced their experiences,
telling how, at first, their parents and teachers were worried that participation in the CMC would cause
them to fall behind in school. To everyone’s surprise, the result was just the opposite. CMC members
reported that their increased duties and responsibilities motivated them to work harder, to excel in their
studies and to improve their grades. Gradually their parents were convinced and now express pride in the
children’s achievements and actively support their
involvement in CMC projects.

An opportunity for your city!

The demonstrated success of CMCs is the
foundation for a broad movement of child rights
and children’s participation, taking root throughout
the community. The initiative has spread and
inspired other children and communities,
becoming a tool for social mobilization. The CMC
initiative is indeed an opportunity to bring
messages of participation and active citizenship
to more and more children. Opportunities exist
for enhancing exchanges of experiences among
national CMCs and advocating for participation,
empowerment and promotion of children’s rights.

For further information, please contact:
UNICEF-occupied Palestinian territory (oPt)
Tel: ++972-2-5830013/4

Fax: ++972-2-5830806

Visit our new website at www.unicef.org/opt

r
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