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Faculty members, fellows, students and dear friends, 

I am delighted to be here with you today at this lovely campus of the University to reflect 

together on the right of every child to be protected from violence and to develop to their full 

potential in a healthy, safe, and secure world free from violence.  

Human rights foundation 

Freedom from violence is a fundamental human right that the international community has 

solemnly committed to safeguard for all children, everywhere and at all times. 

 

Along with other international human rights instruments, the Convention on the Rights of the 

Child and its Optional Protocols provide a firm normative foundation to prevent and address 

violence against children in all its forms. The Convention has been ratified by 194 countries 

making it the most widely ratified international human rights treaty in history. Indonesia adhered 

to the Convention in 1990, thus pledging from very early on to shape its laws, policies and action 

in line with the principles and provisions of this crucial charter of the rights of the child. 

 

The Convention is framed by children’s dignity and worth and stresses that in all circumstances 

the best interests of the child, meaningful child participation in decision-making processes and 

the protection of the child from all forms of discrimination stand as non-negotiable values and 

also indispensable dimensions of children’s development and well-being. These fundamental 

principles reflect universal values and find resonance in the traditions, cultures and religions of 

all societies; and when they are followed, they provide a strong shield of protection against any 

form of violence.  

 

The Convention sends an unequivocal message of condemnation of violence: it prohibits 

torture, cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment; it bans the death penalty and life 

imprisonment; it protects children from sexual abuse and exploitation, from harmful practices, 

from sale, trafficking, economic exploitation or any other form of exploitation prejudicial to the 

child’s well-being; it condemns any form of school discipline inconsistent with the child’s 
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human dignity; and it recognizes that children must also be safeguarded from violence within the 

family and while under the responsibility of other caregivers. 

 

Unfortunately, in striking contrast with these international standards, violence against 

children remains pervasive, concealed and socially condoned. In many nations, incidents of 

violence are widely perceived as a social taboo, as a needed form of discipline or as an entirely 

private matter which needs to be kept in closed circles. As a result, these incidents are seldom 

reported; and official statistics remain limited in their ability to capture the true scale and extent 

of this phenomenon.  

This was the reason why at the dawn of this century the United Nations Committee on the Rights 

of the Child asked for a study on violence against children. The Study was developed through a 

wide participatory process and endorsed, in 2006, by the General Assembly of the United 

Nations. The Study provided a comprehensive picture of children’s exposure to violence within 

the family, in schools, in care and justice institutions, in working settings and in the community. 

Guided by the principle “Noviolence is ever justifiable and all violence can be prevented”, the 

Study presented a set of recommendations to overcome the invisibility and social acceptance of 

this phenomenon and to safeguard each and every child from its serious and long lasting impact.  

 

Mandate of the SRSG on Violence against Children 

 

Recognizing the critical importance of translating the findings of the UN Study into action, in 

2009 the United Nations established a new position – the Special Representative of the UN 

Secretary-General on Violence against Children, in which capacity I have been honoured to 

serve for the past five years. 

 

The Special Representative is a global independent advocate for the prevention and elimination 

of all forms of violence against children, wherever they may occur.  

 



4 
 

Acting as a bridge builder and a catalyst, I am committed to raising awareness of the impact of 

violence on children’s rights and development, promoting cross fertilization of experiences, and 

mobilizing political and social support to accelerate progress in children’s effective protection.  

 

In my work around the world, I witness significant efforts to place violence against children 

high in the public debate and in the policy agenda.  

 

At the national level, critical steps are being undertaken to mainstream violence against 

children in policy and law, sometimes in the Constitution itself. Changes are also taking place 

in the work of institutions, including with the establishment of independent commissions or 

Ombuds Offices for children, who act as independent advocates for the promotion and 

protection of the rights of the child, voicing children’s concerns and representing children’s best 

interests. 

 

Indonesia has seen significant progress in its own vigorous national debate about how to 

effectively prevent and respond to violence against children, including through the 2002 Child 

Protection Law, the inclusion of children’s protection from violence in the National Medium Term 

Development Plan and in current efforts to develop a national strategy and action plan on violence 

against children.  

 

The past years have also been marked by a clear reinforcement of regional cooperation on 

violence against children, with increasing opportunities to promote cross fertilization of 

experiences, and to boost advocacy and policy developments for violence prevention and 

response. As a result, significant regional political declarations have been adopted and often 

supported by the adoption of a regional strategic plan, and the development of analytical 

studies or peer review processes to capture change, build upon good practices, and energize 

efforts to address remaining gaps. 

 

The ASEAN Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women and against Children, 

adopted in 2013, is a strong illustration of the potential of this regional cooperation. 
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This coming Friday, I will be meeting the ASEAN Commission on the Rights of Women and 

Children to further consolidate progress in this area. The meeting will provide a strategic 

platform to reflect on achievements and persisting concerns in ASEAN member states for the 

protection of children from abuse and exploitation, to address domestic violence, for securing 

child-friendly justice systems, and for ending the institutionalization of children. I am confident 

this important meeting will equally provide a sound basis to support the development of the 

Commission’s new regional plan aiming at ending violence against children. 

 

Dear Friends,  

These are positive developments we certainly need to celebrate. But persisting challenges press 

us to move ahead with a renewed sense of urgency.  

 

Children’s pervasive exposure to violence 

 

Indeed, violence against children remains pervasive, deeply hidden and socially condoned across 

geographic, social and cultural borders. As I witness in my many missions, children are 

exposed to violence in all contexts, including where they are expected to enjoy a secure 

environment and special protection - in schools, in child care and justice institutions, in their 

communities, and also within the home. 

 

Violence is a truly global phenomenon. No country is immune and also here in Indonesia, 

violence against children is a concern which needs to be vigorously addressed.  

 

According to a survey conducted in 2007, 40% of students aged 13-15 years reported being 

physically attacked by peers in the past 12 months at school. We also know that over one in six 

girls marry at an early age, and more than half (51 percent) have suffered genital 

mutilation/cutting. Girls and boys are frequent witnesses of domestic violence and perceive it 

as a normal practice. Over 3 million children between the ages of 10 and 17 years are 

engaged in employment. And the country has one of the highest per capita rates of 

‘institutionalization’ in the world: according to a 2007 estimate, 500,000 children were living 

in residential care facilities. 
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In Indonesia, as in the rest of the world, children endure the different manifestations of violence 

with a deep sense of fear and insecurity: both when they witness violence in the home, in the 

school and in the streets; and when they experience neglect and trauma, and endure intimidation, 

humiliation, physical aggression, abuse and exploitation. 

 

Younger children are at special risk of violence, in particular when they are placed in 

residential care. Children are highly dependent on their care givers for their development and 

well-being. When exposed to neglect, injuries or abuse they have less ability to speak up 

and seek support. When they grow up in an environment of violence and stress, they can suffer 

irreversible emotional and health harm, including damage to brain development.  

 

The recent WHO Global Status Report on Violence Prevention noted that globally one in four 

adults report having been physically abused as a child; and 20 percent of women and 

between 5 and 10 percent of men report having been sexually abused. Violence in early 

childhood is a key factor in the intergenerational transmission of violence, as child victims are 

more likely to use violence in later life, against their partners and against their own children. If 

we succeed in breaking this vicious cycle now, we can actually reduce and eliminate violence for 

future generations.  

 

As children grow up, cumulative forms of violence continue to shape their daily lives, with high 

risks of being sold for adoption, forced into early marriage, or subject to other harmful practices 

or exploitative work. In other cases, children endure violence in long periods of detention 

without ever being charged, sometimes simply for being homeless and sleeping on the street; and 

in some countries, they may be facing inhuman sentencing such as stoning, amputation, life 

imprisonment or capital punishment. 

 

A major concern for children 

 

This pervasive pattern explains why violence against children is a major concern for young 

people.  
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In October last year, my office issued a review of online surveys and more than 80 national 

consultations that were held with children around the world on the post 2015 global development 

agenda. More than 800.000 children participated in this consultation process and their message 

was clear and unambiguous! “Violence is a major obstacle to child development and it 

urgently needs to be brought to an end!”In Indonesia, young respondents in the consultation 

highlighted violence in schools, bullying, domestic violence, gender-based violence, early 

marriage, and harmful practices, customs and traditions among the most important 

manifestations of violence in their lives. 

 

In my frequent missions around the world, children express deep frustration at the levels of 

violence, abuse and fear surrounding their lives. They feel physically hurt but also their 

dignity and self-esteem are deeply wounded. Most of the time, they have little or no information 

of where to go and what to do when at risk of violence or exposed to its serious manifestations. 

And they recognize that legal or formal proceedings are simply too complex for them to 

understand or feel empowered to use with confidence and in safety. 

 

But this challenging situation seldom compromises their courage and determination! Through 

school debates and community events, radio and TV programmes and street drama, through 

cartoons and increasingly through social media, young people raise awareness amongst peers and 

their families about the risks of violence and about solutions to prevent its occurrence.  

 

Children’s recommendations reveal a remarkable resilience, as well as a decisive 

determination to raise awareness, to generate solidarity and support child victims in their 

recovery, reintegration and redress. Listening to young people’s views and experiences is 

therefore critical to gain a better understanding of the hidden face of violence and, more 

importantly, to become better equipped to prevent its occurrence, to develop child sensitive 

counseling, recovery and long lasting reintegration strategies, and to monitor progress and 

impact of our common efforts. 
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Violence has a serious and long lasting impact 

 

Violence hurts when it happens but also leaves dramatic scars and lifelong consequences, 

hampering children’s development, learning abilities and school performance, and very often 

lasting for a life time. Violence inhibits the building of positive relationships, provokes low self-

esteem, emotional distress and depression and, at times, leads to risk taking, self-harm and 

aggressive behaviour.  

 

Children’s exposure to violence often becomes a dramatic vicious cycle. Child victims of sexual 

abuse are up to five times more likely to suffer post-traumatic stress disorder, to be dependent on 

drugs and alcohol, and also to commit criminal offences later in life. Child neglect increases the 

likelihood of arrest as a juvenile; and emotional maltreatment, including as a result of witnessing 

domestic violence, leads to an increased risk of involvement in violent crime. All in all, the 

earlier effective and well-coordinated protective measures can be provided to these children, the 

greater the chances of preventing later negative consequences in life. 

 

Economic costs of violence 

Moreover, violence carries with it very serious economic costs for society, reducing human 

capacity and compromising social development.In fact, responding to violence is much more 

costly than investing in its prevention! Meeting the direct health costs, criminal justice and social 

welfare responses to violence diverts many billions of dollars from social spending. The much 

larger indirect costs of violence, due to lost productivity and lost investment in education, slow 

economic development, increase socioeconomic inequality and erode human and social capital.  

 

A study in Australia in 2007 found that the annual cost of child abuse and neglect was nearly 

four billion Australian dollars. In 2014, the global think-tank the Copenhagen Consensus 

estimated that the global cost of violence against children, including homicide, child abuse 

and child sexual violence was US$3.7 trillion or 4.3% of global GDP. 
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We need more such studies, especially in developing economies such as Indonesia where public 

expenditure on child protection is too often seen as an unaffordable cost rather than a sound 

investment in prevention and a catalyst of social progress. 

 

Violence against children has serious and long lasting consequences. And yet, it remains hidden 

and socially condoned. Openly or implicitly, children feel pressed to conceal incidents of 

violence and abuse, particularly when perpetrated by people they know and trust, including in 

institutional care and within the home. A culture of silence, secrecy and social indifference 

surrounds this phenomenon, paving the way to pervasive impunity.  

 

In reality, what we are dealing with is a silent emergency! 

 

Fortunately, the silence is starting to be broken as we learn more about the scale of violence in 

the world. Last September, UNICEF issued a major study, Hidden in Plain Sight, collating data 

from around the world on violence against children. The findings are alarming: around a billion 

children between the ages of 2 and 14 years of age are subjected to physical punishment by their 

caregivers on a regular basis. Shouting, yelling or screaming at a child are the most common 

practices; but in many cases other more severe forms of violence occur – including spanking, 

hitting and beating the child with a belt, stick or other object.  

 

These findings raise deep concern, but they also convey a message of hope – indeed, in the 

majority of households, non-violent discipline is more common than violent attitudes; 

moreover, the majority of care givers acknowledge that physical punishment is not 

necessary to bring up children; they simply don’t know what else to do. And in cases where they 

were engaged in greater levels of educational and play activities with their children, and 

promoted positive discipline, violence is indeed less prevalent. These important findings open 

promising avenues to promote good parenting and positive discipline and to enhance violence 

prevention initiatives. 

 

Dear Friends,  
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In our work on violence against children we are becoming increasingly aware of the dual role 

played by Information and Communication Technologies. ICTs open avenues for children to 

learn, study, play, and socialize, to be informed about their rights and to access services and 

institutions who can secure their protection from violence. But ICTs may also lead to a darker 

use and are often associated with incidents of child abuse and exploitation.  

 

Openness and accessibility are fundamental aspects of ICTs − but therein also lie some of the 

greatest risks. New technologies are easing the production and proliferation of child abuse 

material, and generating new exploitative activities, such as the live streaming of child sexual 

abuse on demand. Clearly, children’s exposure to harmful information or abusive material, 

grooming by predators, breaches of privacy, cyber-bullying, and production and distribution of 

exploitative material cannot be the price to pay for innovation and freedom. 

As communications technologies evolve, some States have adopted disproportionate restrictions 

on freedom of information and expression on the Internet, at times invoking the need to protect 

children from harm while, in effect, compromising the rights of children and adults. Child 

protection and freedom of expression must not be addressed as alternatives or opposing goals. 

Rather than curtailing children’s natural curiosity and sense of innovation for fear of 

encountering risks online, it is critical to tap into children’s resourcefulness and enhance their 

capacities to surf the internet with safety. To create a safe online environment for children, it is 

indeed crucial to strike an appropriate balance between maximizing the potential of new 

technologies to empower children and protect their human rights, and minimizing the risks 

children may endure, while ensuring children’s safety and well-being.  

 

An agenda to reverse this pattern 

 

Violence is global, widespread, hidden and in many cases also socially condoned. But 

violence is not inevitable. Indeed all violence against children can be effectively prevented!  
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Protecting children from violence is a human rights imperative, a question of good governance 

and it makes good economic sense! With strong political will, wide mobilization and steady 

action, violence against children can be brought to an end. To support this important process, in 

my work as Special Representative I am particularly committed to pursue three fundamental 

goals: 

 

• The development in each country of a sound national agenda to prevent and 

respond to all forms of violence  

• The enactment of legislation to prohibit all manifestations of violence against 

children, and  

• The consolidation of data and research to inform progress in this area. 

 

 

These are areas where progress is taking place but also where many gaps remain. To assess how 

much the world has advanced in the implementation of these measures, and where action is 

urgently needed, in 2013 my office conducted a global survey to which more than 100 countries 

contributed. The analysis confirmed that national action is still largely marked by 

 uncoordinated policy interventions, dispersed action and lack of investment in 

prevention;  

 fragmented and ill-enforced pieces of legislation;  

 insufficient investment in family support, in the capacity of professionals, and in safe and 

child sensitive mechanisms to inform and support child victims;  

 and overall, scarce data and research to break the invisibility of this phenomenon and 

promote evidence based decision making.  

 

In still too many cases, countries lack a national comprehensive and multi-disciplinary 

agenda on violence against children, setting the vision and providing a navigation chart to 

mobilize action, resources and wide social support to prevent and respond to all forms of 

violence against children.  
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Weak coordination across departments, services and levels of administration is a frequent 

challenge. As a result, there is duplication of efforts and inefficient use of resources, while the 

cumulative impact of various manifestations of violence, in different contexts, and throughout 

the child’s life cycle is hardly acknowledged and rarely addressed; prevention is barely promoted 

and the most vulnerable children remain at the highest risk of incidents of violence and still too 

often the most neglected and invisible victims. 

Information and research on violence against children is another serious gap. Most 

countries lack a comprehensive and disaggregated data system to capture the magnitude of 

violence, to identify children at special risk, and to inform strategic policy interventions. 

Information is obtained from broad categories, including domestic violence; limited to a few 

areas, such as crime; or points of contact with different services, with limited disaggregation on 

the basis of gender, age, social origin or disability. 

Coordination of data sources remains equally challenging, with multiple institutions 

compiling and handling dispersed information, based on different definitions and indicators. 

More importantly, there is seldom an articulation between statistical bodies and 

institutions responsible for the design and implementation of policies for children’s 

protection from violence.  

As a result, it becomes difficult to gain a complete picture of the incidence and cumulative 

impact of violence on children, as well as to address neglected areas, or enable violence 

prevention to have a genuine chance of succeeding. 

Naturally, we must admit that data and research are not politically neutral. They provide 

transparency to policy making, and enable public scrutiny of states’ action and achievements in 

the protection of children from violence. This is an area where the leadership and commitment of 

governments may be most meaningfully expressed, by placing the best interests of the child 

above the temptation of preserving a positive political image. 

 

Dear Friends,  
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As you can see from this brief overview, real momentum has been generated in support of 

children’s protection from violence. 

 

But, in closing, I would also like to highlight that the world is at a pivotal moment in our 

endeavor to eliminate violence against children. In less than nine months’ time, the international 

community will agree on a universal agenda for sustainable development. This agenda is inspired 

by the crucial work led by the High Level Panel on the Post 2015 Development Agenda, co-

chaired by former President Yudhoyono.  

 

As highlighted recently by the United Nations Secretary-General, this agenda aims at ending 

poverty, protecting the planet, and creating safe and peaceful societies. These are indeed 

essential for achieving progress in children’s standards of living and ensuring children’s 

harmonious development in a violence free world.  

 

As Special Representative of the Secretary-General on Violence against Children, I have 

consistently called for the protection children from violence to be a distinct and cross-cutting 

priority in the post-2015 development agenda. In the little over 200 days that remain between 

now and the end of September, we must ensure that preventing and ending all forms of violence 

against children remains at the heart of the post 2015 agenda. 

 

We all have our part to play and I urge you to engage in this debate through all means at your 

disposal. 

 

Joining hands together, we can give rise to a world where violence against children has truly no 

place.Thank you! 


