
We kids need to act for what we think is right and good but we can’t do every-
thing on our own! Partnership is important because we have big dreams but we
need the help of adults to achieve them . . . if we start having good partnerships
with lots of adults, and they believe in the same hopes and dreams we do, we
can all make a big difference! (Nicole Clark, 11)

As part of the growing recognition that children are contributing citizens in
their own right, children are participating in international meetings on issues
that affect their lives. In the last decade, a number of large-scale events have
been organized with children’s participation. From each of these events, the
world learns more about the opportunities and challenges of child participa-
tion. In practice, apart from implementing Article 12 of the Convention on
the Rights of the Child, what does child participation mean in high-level
conferences with multiple stakeholders?

This article analyses the experience of the International Children’s
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Conference on the Environment (ICCE) held in 2002 in Victoria where 400
children between 10 and 12 years old, representing a total of 66 countries,
participated. The conference was publicized as being for and by children,
and a junior board was involved for 9 months in planning the event. As co-
authors of this article, we were both part of planning the ICCE: Brian, 12,
was member of the junior board selected on the basis of an essay on his
involvement in environmental issues, and Natasha, 32, was member of the
programme committee, representing the International Institute for Child
Rights and Development.

The article builds on both our perspectives, and interviews carried out
with other adults and children involved in planning the conference. We are
interested in these two perspectives specifically because in an adult-led
world the scope for child participation is largely contingent on how the rela-
tionship between children and adults plays out (Alanen and Mayall, 2001).
This leads us to analyse child participation in the ICCE from the perspective
of ‘partnership’. After explaining why this is the case, we discuss how the
event was both successful and challenging for the children and adults. We
realize that child participation poses real dilemmas of practice. These need
to be reflected on in order to move meaningful child participation forward.
In the last section of the article, we discuss how partnerships need to be fos-
tered in society. While large-scale events are far removed from everyday
lives, they are also connected, in that a child and adult’s previous experi-
ences determine their capacity for engagement in one-off events. 

From participation to partnership

Child participation can mean different things depending on the context and
circumstance. In this case, we would like to draw on two definitions. First of
all, one that emphasizes participation as ‘a process in which children and
youth engage with other people around issues that concern their individual
and collective life conditions. Participants interact in ways that respect each
other’s dignity, with the intention of achieving a shared goal’ (Chawla, 2001:
9). Second, we draw on a definition that focuses on participation as ‘partak-
ing in and influencing processes, decisions and activities’ (UNICEF, 2001:
1).

The first definition of participation recognizes the relational nature of
participation. This is helpful in our analysis of the ICCE event, turning away
from a focus on providing space for a child to express his or her own views
to the more complex issue of the quality of the relationships built. Children
do not operate in a vacuum, making a difference is largely contingent on
how ‘others’ respond. The second definition draws attention to the goal of
child participation as that of changing the status quo, of making change in
one way or another.

Given the centrality of ‘relationships’, we find it useful to analyse the
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experience of the ICCE in terms of the nature of the partnerships, rather than
child participation (see Cook et al., 2004). Partnership places the focus on
the collective nature of change, which is inherent to meaningful child partic-
ipation for children are part of a society. A child develops in the context of
interlinked and nested social systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Whereas
child–adult relations have been considered essential (Alanen and Mayall,
2001), we also focus on child to child and child–institution relations.
Children are a social group, there are dynamic relations between peers. In
the context of the conference, how the children engaged with one another
was critical. Many of the adults represented institutions, it is to these and not
just individual adults that children related.

Children’s participation making a difference

The ICCE held in Victoria, May 2002, for children ages 10–12 arose from
the recognition of the need to involve children in pressing issues of tomor-
row. The idea originated at the 1992 Earth Summit, and the adoption of
Agenda 21, that specifically speaks to the need to pay attention to the con-
cerns of young people in environmental issues. The conference held in 2002
in Victoria was the fourth of its kind. Previous conferences, which had
brought together children from around the world, had been held in
Eastbourne, UK and Nairobi, Kenya. All conferences are sponsored by the
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), with the host country
responsible for delivering the conference.

In this case, participants were chosen on the basis of a 500-word essay
on their environmental project, or their plans to be involved in environmen-
tal activities. While they may have been selected, finances could have pre-
vented them from attending, with only a limited number of subsidized posi-
tions. The conference was a big undertaking in many respects: with a total
budget of CDN$1.5 million, and a committee of 20 people representing 15
organizations, including UNEP and Environment Canada.

For the children attending ICCE, they felt they were at the forefront. In
the plenary, most presentations were made by the children, and the junior
board played the role of hosts. In the auditorium, adults accompanying
minor children were asked to sit in a section reserved for grown-ups. The
exchanges between the children were remarkable. Participant 11-year-old
Justin Friesen, from Canada, recalls: ‘while we have different stories of what
is going on in each place, we all shared the same basic environmental prob-
lems. We could understand each other amazingly well even though we came
from all over the world.’

Children also felt they had meaningful input in the presentation made
to world leaders at the World Summit on Sustainable Development in
Johannesburg (Blanchet-Cohen et al., 2003). Based on the initiative of a
youth organization involved in the conference planning – Environmental

B L A N C H E T - C O H E N  A N D  R A I N B O W :  E X P E R I E N C E  O F  T H E  I C C E

115

Ch13.1 Blanchetprf 1  16/11/05  10:18 am  Page 115



Youth Alliance – each day, delegates joined a small group where they were
given time to draw or write about one of the conference’s themes: water, cli-
mate change, healthy communities or resource conservation. The adult facil-
itators used the maps as a basis for group discussion. The information dis-
tilled from the maps was reported by each group to the junior board on note
cards. Each evening, the junior board amassed the statements from all dele-
gates and selected common themes, which were presented in plenary the fol-
lowing day. Two elected delegates from the conference presented the sum-
mary to the world leaders at the World Summit on Sustainable Development
in Johannesburg. In the speech, they pleaded leaders to ‘Think about the
Children’, and asked ‘What kind of world do you want for them?’ Their pre-
sentation provided for the opening paragraphs of UNICEF’s 2003 State of
the World’s Children.

Breaking up into small groups and maps allowed for all children to
participate and to structure their thoughts in ways that built on their skills.
Implementing this process was possible because of a committed planning
team composed of children and young people who worked together over a
long period of time. This article focuses largely on the planning of the con-
ference because the scope and nature of child participation depend on what
unfolds behind the scenes. Having children at the centre-stage of an event is
not an indication of participation; child participation is about involvement in
decisions (Hart, 1997). In the context of a conference, the decisions are
made while planning the event.

According to junior board members, their participation made a differ-
ence both in terms of the content and planning of the event. ‘I liked how we
all had big ideas and we could merge them together to make a really good
idea and then put them into action. So it was really nice not to have an adult
say this is the way it should be done! So often adults think kids don’t know
as much and when you’re talking about big things, big environmental issues,
they think that we don’t really understand it and they say “Ya, that’s nice”
and then go do what they think’, says Rebekah Parker, 12, from Ontario,
Canada. There are many benefits to undertaking this challenge. Justin
Friesen explains its value as follows: ‘Children and adults have different
points of views on the world. Us, as children, we are still developing. We
look at the world in different ways. Adults are caught up in working poli-
tics.’ He is convinced that, ‘If they listened to kids a little more often then it
would be a little different in the world.’

Members of the junior board identify changing the conference’s food
menu as a concrete example of making a difference. Brian recalls a menu
being presented for their approval. ‘We pointed out how the menu was limit-
ing and did not take into account the cultural differences of the group, nor
the dietary restrictions of some children like myself and my conference
roommate, who cannot eat dairy and wheat products. This was a good exam-
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ple of where adults needed to work with us to better meet our needs. We
ended up with a varied menu that made our new friends comfortable and
happy.’ It is interesting that children focused on food. As an adult, Natasha
first considered input on this topic to be insignificant, but upon reflection
realized: what is more basic than food in making children feel comfortable,
was it not a prerequisite for other successes? The junior board also gave
feedback on the choice of the morning plenary sessions, and the workshops
held in the afternoon. The children pointed to the need for age-appropriate
content, highlighting the need for fun and engaging activities (Anke Bergner,
conference programme coordinator, pers. comm., April 2003). The pro-
gramme was modified in light of the children’s input.

But was there a partnership? There was a willingness from both adults
and children to work together, and a space created to make that happen.
Although never voiced, however, a closer look shows that this partnership
was also strained: underneath the success, there were frustrations and disap-
pointments from both the adults and children. The partnership needed to be
constantly negotiated, it was not always a smooth relationship. It required an
effort from all parties: ‘Partnership is when you get along. Try to get to the
same thing and are working together’, says Jessica Van Nus, a 12-year-old
participant from Saskatchewan. 

Children’s perspectives
The junior board identified a number of challenges in working with adults.
Many challenges deal with adults having difficulty in consistently valuing
their young partners. Brian summarizes them as follows:

• Language: When children attended the big planning meetings,
adults would often not adjust their language for the younger partici-
pants. The adults, representing over 15 organizations ranging from the
United Nations, to government ministries and non-governmental orga-
nizations, used a lot of acronyms they did not explain, which made it
difficult for us to follow the discussion.
• Listening: While we were encouraged to express our opinions,
sometimes the adults did not listen or tell us why they did not accept
our beliefs.
• Follow-through: It took a long time to follow through with things.
Some adults made promises that were very important to the junior
board and the promises weren’t kept.
• The adult world: The meetings were long and boring and it felt like
we kept discussing the same things again and again. It was also frus-
trating when the adults couldn’t do something because money was a
problem. We wanted, for instance, each participant to receive a bag
and a hat. In the end, the conference package was determined by the
donations.
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• Children’s needs – free time, energy time, sleep: During the plan-
ning week, there were so many things going on and so much stuff to
do, there were not enough breaks and quiet time. The days were really
long and we did not get enough sleep. The adults forgot we were just
kids and needed unstructured time, they expected too much from us in
a short time.

According to Brian, the most frustrating and stressful time was during the
conference itself. It had to do with the election of the representatives attend-
ing the World Summit in Johannesburg: ‘As the junior board, we felt that all
conference participants should vote, but the candidates should exclusively be
members of the junior board because they were best trained having been part
of planning the event over the past months. This is also the process that we
had been prepared for by the planning committee. UNEP officials, however,
decided during the conference that the election should be open and by
region. I felt the last minute change didn’t work, and there was chaos. I did-
n’t think it was worth planning the conference as a team if one adult could
come in at the last minute and change the program without consulting the
planning board.’

Interestingly enough, the two people elected were members of the
junior board. The junior board’s argument proved in the end to be correct:
the conference participants felt board members were best prepared to repre-
sent them. From an outsider’s perspective, the UNEP position was potential-
ly more democratic, but according to the members of the junior board, their
opinion had been ignored. This is where the junior board felt the inequality
in decision-making. If their views went against people in power, their opin-
ions would be disregarded.

Brian’s commentary points to the challenges of working with adults
who claim to meaningfully involve children, but do not consistently follow
through with their commitment. It seems that the input from children is con-
sidered only when the adults want to hear it. Brian’s comments also remind
us of the structures within which adults operate. While individual adults may
have disagreed with the imposed process of election, these adults are also
bound by hierarchical structures.

This situation could have been avoided, but more importantly this
experience points to the nature of partnership. Discovering the complexity of
the bigger world is part of a child becoming a partner. The child realizes that
expressing one’s views is not sufficient to participate; there are social, politi-
cal, cultural and economic constraints to decision-making in the adult world.
Meaningful participation involves maneuvering in an imperfect world where
there are socioeconomic and political inequalities.
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Adults’ perspectives
A commitment to children’s participation on the part of the organizers posed
numerous challenges. Some were overcome through commitment and cre-
ativity, others raise questions on the complexity of meaningfully involving
10- to 12-year-olds.

A concrete implication of child participation was increased workload.
Previous international children’s conferences on the environment had not
involved children to the same extent. It was the first time, for instance, that
the junior board came together for a week, 3 months prior to the conference.
The face-to-face meeting was essential both for the bonding of the junior
board and for having the children’s meaningful input in the event; it was also
an additional budget item for which to fundraise. Budget and time require-
ments for supporting the junior board’s participation were an ongoing con-
cern.

It called for a half-time position to coordinate the junior board, and
facilitate communication between the adults’ and children’s working groups.
Adults had to be continually reminded of the need to consult and consider
the children’s perspectives. Their attitude was often: ‘Oh bother we gotta ask
the kids again’ (interview with conference project manager Kathryn
Molloy). Wendy Avis, Environment Canada coordinator for the junior board,
adds, ‘It was easy for adults to lose track of the fact that consulting needed
to be done in a coordinated way, and that information to the junior board
needed to be presented in a cohesive and comprehensive way.’ She points to
the importance of her liaison role to make the partnership work. For exam-
ple, it was her job to adjust the details and complexity of the information
being presented to the junior board, in order to reflect the age, interest and
level of maturity of the members.

A further example of additional workload taken on by the project man-
agement team to facilitate communication with the junior board was the
‘Friday File’, providing the junior board with a weekly email update on the
planning of the conference. With the junior board members spread across
Canada and all over the world, communication through cyberspace was criti-
cal. All members of the junior board had input in the planning through
email. There was a marked increase in communication after they had met
each other and the planning team in person. But this increase in communica-
tion added to the organizers’ workload. Wendy Avis comments on being
flooded by email questions, and finding it difficult to respond to the chil-
dren’s immediate need for answers.

While there are many lessons to be learned in terms of the communi-
cation mechanisms put forward, lack of time was a constant constraint. It
was not feasible to involve the junior board in all decision-making. It would
have taken too long to consult them, and some decisions were made without
the children. One of the challenges was the absence of junior board members
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at the planning meetings. Brian was the only person who regularly attended
the meetings as he lived fairly close to Victoria, and being home-schooled,
could accommodate his schedule accordingly. It raises an important issue:
how to appropriately engage children in adult structures? For one, the adults
attended as part of their work and meetings were held during regular office
hours, attendance of junior board members meant missing school. In addi-
tion to the challenge of accommodating adult and children’s schedules was
that of making the meetings child-friendly. Programme committee member
Stephen Huddart says this was never really achieved. ‘Think of how all
those board meetings were organized, how boring they were. We still need to
do lots more in terms of making the planning processes more fun and engag-
ing. We need to create spaces where all children feel comfortable to express
themselves, otherwise many tend to be quiet.’ It can also be said that while
email was used as an effective medium of communication, not all children
participated in electronic communication to the same extent.

For the organizing adults, another big hurdle was the fact that children
came with their parents. As minors, below the age of 13, all children were
accompanied by a chaperone, generally a parent. ‘Parents. They love their
children so much but sometimes inhibit kids, kids feel constrained by their
parents. They are freer when their parents are not around’, says Kathryn
Molloy. There was a sense that some parents were pushing their children
beyond where they wanted to go. Parents, on the whole, also added to the
workload for the management team. Many parents were themselves working
in government and environment-related programmes and wanted to be
actively involved in the planning. While this was beneficial, it nevertheless
involved managing the parents of the junior board. Thus, for example, a list-
serve was set up for the parents to communicate with each other. Parents
began holding the adult committee accountable for commitments made to
the junior board, such as delivering the ‘Friday File’ on time. It also became
unclear sometimes whether the children were voicing their concerns or those
of their parents. 

For the adults involved in the organizing, they were sometimes unsure
of the extent children should be informed about decisions. In particular, this
issue arose when the adult who initially spear-headed the conference was
asked to resign by the adult board because the commitments had not been
met, including that of fundraising. The junior board and some parents were
attached to this person, and that person also asked for support in intervening
with the conference board to appeal the decision. According to Wendy Avis,
‘We wanted to be open to the junior board but did not want to abuse their
loyalty. We wanted to keep them out of the political and adult issues. Kids
had questions, and I had to say, “I can’t talk to you about that”.’ This raises
the issue of transparency, and the extent one should be open and honest with
children. While recognizing children’s developmental levels, at what point
does one jeopardize the equality of the relationship? On what basis does one
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decide whether information should be shared with the junior board? Are we
assuming that children cannot understand complex decisions, or are we
agreeing that some decisions are best kept from children because it is not
worth adding to their worries? There is often a fine balance between the
need to adjust the information to the developmental level of a child, and still
meaningfully involving children in the process.

Maybe frustrations could have been avoided if there had been greater
dialogue with the children on some of the challenges. The adult committees
received a cross-cultural training workshop during the planning of the event.
What about training on the cultural differences between children and adults?
It is still assumed that working with children comes naturally to adults, but
as discussed in this article it is not the case (see also Chawla, 2001). Cultural
differences appeared greatest between adults and children, and not between
children from different countries.

Learning as part of partnership

Throughout this analysis of the ICCE, the place of learning stands out. Both
children and adults comment on the extent they learned from each other.

Adults and children alike had difficulty honouring the different
strengths of each member of the junior board, behaving instead as though
children were all the same. Sarah Bowler, junior board member from the
UK, comments: ‘Working with peers also had its challenges: not all junior
board members had the same public-speaking skills, and some were shyer
than others.’ One learning experience for the organizers was a media training
workshop. In the training, each junior board member made a presentation
and received feedback from her or his peers. While this was fun for those
who enjoyed public speaking, it was not the case for those who expressed
their engagement in environmental initiatives differently. Both the organiz-
ers and the junior board had to think about honouring different forms of
engagement, and providing opportunities for each member to demonstrate
his or her skills. Only this way would the experience be empowering for all
children. In the conference, children’s presentations focused on oratory, writ-
ing, artistic, poetry and singing skills.

Stephen Huddart comments, ‘I learned that just as with the adults, the
junior board had a range of ways of engaging with the work at hand. I
learned from individuals specific things, for example, from you, Brian, I
learned that you can be home-schooled and still be very engaged in commu-
nity and international programmes, and from Justin Friesen and the ‘eek of
the week’ [providing simple environmental information] he sent out each
week through email, how a simple strategy reaches out to many people.
Young people have capacities we don’t give them credit for.’

Conference project manager Kathryn Molloy sums up her experience
as follows: ‘I learned not to underestimate young people. They are creative
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and strategic. Their ideas are thoughtful and strategic. They are able to look
at the impact of their decisions down the road, not just the very moment . . .
What I love about working with kids is that they are not as invested as adults
in their ego even though they can be very egocentric.’

Others reflect on how their outlook on life changed. ‘I learned mostly
that we needed to question our assumptions about what we could and could
not do. The junior board forced us to go back and revisit our ethical choice
of supplies for instance. They were an extra-conscious check. We especially
concentrated on the type of business we were willing to accept donations
from. Kids would come back and constantly remind us into looking at
whether, for instance, the hotel was recycling and using bio-degradable
soap’ (Wendy Avis, pers. comm., 17 April 2003). She was reminded that she
should believe in what she can do rather than what she cannot. Further on,
she reflects on how adults also had to accept that they do not have all the
answers. ‘It was hard because some kids have fabulous ideas and they don’t
understand why we are not doing them. There is no answer to a basic ques-
tion like: why doesn’t everyone have clean drinking water? These are com-
plex social and environmental issues. It is a hard thing to say “no” as an
answer to an enthusiastic and caring child.’

Working in partnership with children requires that adults leave aside
the role that society has often prescribed to them of being the teacher with
all the answers. We are partners seeking answers to creating a better world.
Seeing learning as a necessary component of partnership shifts our focus
away from focusing on the end results of partnership to including all the less
tangible but nonetheless significant changes. It also leads to a discussion on
the need to focus on nurturing partnerships in the everyday lives of children.
Drawing on the individuals involved in the ICCE, we discuss elements that
may be key to supporting partnerships. It is hoped that this exploratory dis-
cussion can move ahead our understanding of how successful partnerships in
one-off events are linked to the everyday lives of children.

Nurturing partnerships

A child’s engagement in environmental issues does not begin in a confer-
ence. Partnerships germinate at a young age. One such partnership, though
rarely described that way, is the one established between very young chil-
dren and nature. As children crawl and take their first steps, they are fasci-
nated by their environment. It is a period where child and nature discover
each other, learning to cohabit. As nature provides the enjoyment of many
hours of unlimited discovery, the child learns to care about animals, soil, air
and plants. They learn how each needs the other. Brian recalls: ‘Even before
I knew how to talk, I would point at things and say “da, da?” “da, da?” want-
ing to know what it was. As I grew older I asked, “What type of bird is
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that?” “What kind of tree is that?” When I was 5, I did my first beach
cleanup with my family.’

Unfortunately, this relationship to nature is often severed as children
grow up (Nabhan and Stephen, 1994). As their physical contact with nature
decreases, they forget about their roles and responsibilities to their initial
partner. Thus the call by Yvonne Maingey, junior board member from
Kenya: ‘You know, we’re not the only people on the planet. And you have
all these other things that people seem to forget and don’t think are impor-
tant. But they have to realize that we need to live with those things, and they
need the planet as well. So it’s really a partnership.’

Some adults will nurture children’s interest in the environment and
encourage their desire to care for the environment. Parents are the number
one entity identified by the junior board members for their ongoing partici-
pation in environmental activities. As Justin Friesen says, ‘I could not just
help the environment without recognizing it came from somewhere. My par-
ents, especially my dad, have inspired me since I was little, about 4 or 5.’
Parents also need to have certain qualities to nurture partnerships. Brian’s
friend Nicole Clark, who recently won the Canadian Geographic Green
Team Challenge  Junior Award with him for their ‘Wonder of Water’ project,
describes the qualities of their respective mothers as follows: ‘They always
encourage us. They help us draft and compose essays, articles and letters.
They support us in everything we do, they are interested in the environment
themselves and try to learn as much as they can to help educate us and them-
selves on the environment!’ We are reminded that partnership goes two
ways. Children and adults alike need to engage themselves.

A teacher can also play an important role in rekindling an affinity to
the environment and a desire to care for it. In interviews, a number of chil-
dren identified one teacher in their early years who had a particular impact
on their continued commitment to the environment.

There are many other adults who children will come across who will
play a role. In describing a health inspector who helped her with research for
a Doggy Doo video, Nicole says: ‘The qualities that made her good was: she
sat on the floor at eye level with us which made me feel comfortable talking
with her and made me feel relaxed. She was very honest, kept in touch with
us, gave us information when she could and she was very encouraging,
understanding and helped us a lot!’ Jessica Van Nus, 12, from Saskatchewan,
also commented on the need for adults to be compassionate and supportive:
‘They are nice, caring and smart. They aren’t just stuck up, turning you
down and not giving you chances.’

Brian adds that to have a good partnership with a child while working
on a project, an adult should be a good listener and include the child in the
planning process. ‘When I was at a planning meeting for the International
Children’s Conference on the Environment, I raised an idea that I had. While
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most of the adults ignored it, one of the adults brought the idea up again so
that it could be used. Another thing is that adults should keep the promises
they make to children. A good partnership is when the adult encourages the
child to do what they think is right and discusses how their ideas could be
made better. Our minister and his wife were very helpful in Nicole[’s] and
my most recent church project, the Wonder of Water. He helped us plan our
speeches and checked them over to see if they were all right. He also
encouraged us to do some things that we normally wouldn’t do. As partners,
children and adults can cross boundaries and explore new territories.’

In other cases, partnerships can be sustained and fostered by older sib-
lings. Participant Sarah Bowler was inspired by her older sister’s involve-
ment in environmental activities. Younger siblings can also encourage part-
nerships. Nicole and Brian refer to the support from their respective younger
siblings as instrumental. ‘The qualities that make Linda and Rachel good
partners is: although they have a wonderful sense of humour they are still
enthusiastic to volunteer and help whenever they’re needed and love to help
the environment as much as we do!’

In all cases, the role of the individual child must be highlighted.
Ultimately, engagement in environmental activities depends on a child’s own
initiative and leadership. Brian says, ‘I started to realize that there was a big
problem with the environment and I had to help. If we don’t stop hurting our
planet earth, there won’t be anything left and it will just be a lifeless,
parched rock, floating in space. To help the environment, I have taken direct
action, expressed my environmental interests through different mediums,
researched environmental issues, learned about nature and shared my envi-
ronmental knowledge and concerns with others.’

The story of Ryan Hreljac, aged 11, a participant at the conference and
well-known for his commitment to building water wells in Uganda, inspired
both of us, showing the possibility of a child initiating partnerships. He
recalls having to convince his parents to help him fundraise for the wells: ‘I
kept saying yes I want to do it. Really, I don’t think they thought I could do
it at first. Only after I kept begging, they listened to me. Then they said if
you’re serious, we will help you raise the money.’ Since then, Ryan has
inspired children, adults and institutions from around the world to fundraise
to provide clean water to millions of children in Africa.

Children, like adults, need to have certain qualities to nurture partner-
ships with adults. Adults involved in the conference mention the following
characteristics: openness, willingness to try new things, enthusiasm, thirst
for new knowledge, good listening skills, adventurousness, a certain calm-
ness and not being easily intimidated. One is reminded by the qualities iden-
tified that children need to agree to take on some ‘risk’ when entering into
partnerships with adults. A child needs to be willing to take the chance and
trust in adults. Stephen Huddart talks about the challenge of finding children
who have these qualities. He points to the difficulty of working with children
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who are locked into the idea of what is socially acceptable among their
peers, and define themselves through consumer goods such as CDs and
clothes. He sees the consumer culture as hampering child engagement. This
raises the point that for partnerships between children and adults to increase
and strengthen, we need as a society, to nurture a favourable environment.

Lessons learned . . .

Involving children in conferences will remain an appealing mechanism for
implementing the Convention on the Rights of the Child. As large-scale and
one-off events, they bring together multiple stakeholders and attract the
media in ways difficult to sustain in long-term initiatives. As we continue to
involve children in large-scale international events, we need to critically
analyse past experiences. This article suggests that numerous lessons learned
from the ICCE experience can be applied to subsequent initiatives, as similar
issues and challenges will arise because of the common nature of child and
adult relationships, which primarily (though not exclusively) are based on
negotiating a respectful working relationship despite age differences and
unequal power relations.

Based on our analysis of the ICCE experience, we would like to make
the following recommendations for large-scale events. Children need to be
involved in the planning stage. It will determine the scope and nature of
child participation in the event itself. Special attention needs to be paid to
the process of identifying the children involved in the planning, as they will
represent the child’s voice. In this case, the partnership took place mainly
with a 12-member junior board. Whether or not the junior board effectively
represented children is a good question not looked at here but one that
should be considered in future events (Hill et al., 2004).

Working in partnership with children also requires commitment and
flexibility from all those involved in the planning process. From the begin-
ning, children and adults should receive training on working together.
Partnership is not something that comes naturally as is often assumed. Most
importantly, partnership involves learning from one another. It calls for an
attitude change that is difficult in an adult-led and increasingly result-based
world.

Structures need to be sufficiently flexible to respond to children’s
feedback. In this case, for instance, the ‘Friday file’ email communication
system was put in place. There may be a role, for instance, for an adult
mediator who can help the dialogue between the children and adults. On the
whole, there needs to be space for creativity to deal with the dilemmas and
opportunities of child participation in practice.

During the conference itself, attention needs to be given to putting in
place formats that will meet the different ways children engage themselves.
If the purpose of the conference is to make recommendations, such as in the
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ICCE, processes also need to be in place to collect children’s perspectives,
and transmit them in ways that reach the adult world. It is not sufficient for
children to have a nice time. In the ICCE, mapping in small groups, and the
junior board’s grouping of the responses thereafter was an age-appropriate
format for engaging children as well as bringing their ideas to world leaders.
Finally, conferences need to involve children in evaluation, to critically
engage children in reflecting on their experiences.

As illustrated in this article, the partnership between children and
adults may at some level be strained. This is not a failed partnership, but
may be the nature of a meaningful partnership as children and adults operate
within a society and a system that is not child-friendly. They are negotiating
a place and situation of understanding for both, and together working on cre-
ating a better world for humans and other creatures. One-off events will
become more effective as we continue to nurture partnerships between chil-
dren and adults in their everyday lives.
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