
BICE special report for 25 years of the Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

Propos global - the view of Nigel Cantwell. 

Directly involved in drafting the Convention on the Rights of the Child, Nigel Cantwell was the founder 

of the organization Defence for Children International and is now an international policy consultant 

on child protection. 

 
The Convention on the Rights of the Child is the text in the field of human rights which made the 
most noise. If the enthusiasm it aroused from the start has naturally diminished little by little, it is 
happily in favor of greater engagement for its implementation. We realized that an agreement does 
not solve anything by its mere existence: it is an instrument, so a tool that is useful only when it is 
used. 
 
The fact that the Convention gives the child the status of a subject of law has done much to advance 
attitudes towards children. That said, I know I'm not making any friends by saying I think we often 
lose sight of what was the primary objective of the Convention: recognition of the rights of the child 
as human rights. 
 
During the drafting of the treaty, children's organizations worked closely with human rights 
organizations, such as Amnesty International and the International Commission of Jurists. However, 
this collaboration has now virtually disappeared. Many NGOs have been content to give a Convention 
dressing to their usual programs whereas they should have completely rethought their approaches 
by drawing more upon the work done in the field of human rights. In the field of childhood, 
sentimentality and charity are still too present and not always go well with defense of rights ... 
 
The effectiveness of this defense is not based on good feelings but on engaged rigor. A recent 
example of the case of Bolivia was alarming; the legal age for child labor was reduced to 10 years old. 
It was at the request of the child workers themselves, according to the reality of their daily lives- and 
one of the children's rights is precisely to be consulted! Yes, this appears at first sight to question 
"protection", but necessitates further analysis to better understand why it is not necessarily contrary 
to the right not to be exploited at work, or to "the best interests of the child. " 
 
About the "best interests", a partner in Ghana suggested to me that we rather speak of "the best 
interests of the family." Indeed, in many cases, it would greatly advance the rights of the child by 
focusing more on the family than only on the child. Moreover the Convention is very favorable to 
that. My work concerns mainly children deprived of parental care. What do we notice? Families who 
quit or leave their children often do so not simply because they are poor but because their 
vulnerability does not stand up to serious and unexpected event (the death of the breadwinner 
father, the house destroyed by a fire ... ). In these cases, rather than "protect" children by taking 
them into custody, support the family so that it can survive the tough times. This is one of my goals 
today in terms of policy to protect the child. 
 
My message for this 25th anniversary: clearly identify the lessons learned over the years to deal with 
future ones. But for that, you need to reach for the truth of problems, forget the slogans and start 
doing the real work … 
 


