Telling Their Stories
A handbook for media professionals

Child rights, exploitation and the media

The issues of child rights generally, and child exploitation in particular, are high on the
agenda of politicians and the news media.
Bad journalism adds to the indignity of children who have been abused. However, it is
possible for journalists to depict children in a way that maintains their dignity, and avoids
exploitation and victimisation.
This book contains the guidelines and principles for reporting on issues involving
children first drawn up by journalists from many countries, meeting in Recife, Brazil, in
May 1998.
This book also contains a commentary on the human rights of children and tips on how
journalists can protect them. It is designed for journalists and other media professionals
working in any area where children are visible and vulnerable.
The guidelines avoid the trap of telling journalists what to write, but help them decide
how to address these issues. They should be read by every working journalist and
camera crew, by editors, producers and other decision makers in the media, and by
media trainers and media students.
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Child exploitation and the media: the challenge for journalists
The Convention on the Rights of the Child, which seeks
to protect children and guarantee their human rights, is
the most widely ratified of all conventions. And ILO
convention 182 on the prohibition and elimination of
the worst forms of child labour, which highlights child
labour in the sex industry, was unanimously adopted by
representatives from all 176 member States.
But while these emphasise that children have the same
rights as adults, in reality, children lack the power to
secure these rights on their own and so they must rely on
adults to deliver them.
There are many committed individuals and
organisations working to eliminate the problem of child
exploitation. But these efforts will only have a lasting
impact if we are able to raise awareness and mobilise
public opinion to end child exploitation and build a
culture of respect for children
The International Federation of Journalists (IFJ),
representing more than 500,000 journalists worldwide,
has over the last decade developed an ambitious program
to encourage journalists everywhere to consider their
professional responsibilities in relation to the rights of
children.
The aim is very simple and direct. It is based on
understanding our journalistic role as watchdogs of the
rich and powerful and as defenders of human rights.
The critical issue is to raise awareness among
journalists. There needs to be an awareness of child rights
generally but as journalists we must also understand the
consequences of our reporting.
The way media portray children impacts not only on
society’s attitude to children; it also influences the way
adults behave. Sensational coverage of abuse and
exploitation of children does not tell the full story and,
by exploiting a serious problem, can do more harm than
good. While sensationalism might catch the attention of
the reader and viewer, we must ask ourselves: Does it
provide useful information and analysis in a way that can
contribute to improving the situation for children?

So how do we raise awareness?
To answer this we need to look at the way we work as
journalists. The IFJ has been working with journalists
around the world on the issue. This includes the
development of the first international guidelines for
journalists covering children’s rights, developed from the
experience of journalists from over 50 countries and since
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endorsed at two world meetings of journalists held in
Recife, Brazil, in 1998 and in Seoul, Korea in 2001.
As well as commentary on the human rights of
children and insights into the problem of child
exploitation, this handbook looks at the principles
behind journalist’s guidelines and provides practical
advice on how to tackle the challenging job of reporting
on child protection and child rights.
Here in Asia, the IFJ has been part of a global campaign
against the sexual exploitation of children in tourism.
Supported by the European Commission, our partners in
this campaign are the World Tourism Organisation and
ECPAT, the international network (End Child Prostitution,
Pornography and Trafficking).
The IFJ’s role is to work with national unions of
journalists to promote the kind of journalism that will
expose the complexity of the problem of child sex
tourism and apply pressure to improve the response of
governments, the tourism industry and the community
for the protection of children.
In Cambodia, Laos, India and Sri Lanka we talked to
journalists to understand the problems they encounter
reporting on commercial sexual exploitation of children.
The IFJ’s program in Asia has developed in response to
these findings.
While working to raise awareness among journalists of
the need to focus attention on this problem we have
developed resources and training to assist journalists as
they approach the challenge of reporting on child
exploitation.
The training package (available online at
www.ifj-asia.org) takes journalists through the
challenging professional questions that arise: How can
we include the opinions of children in the media;
interviewing children; what kind of images are suitable
to use; how can we broaden our coverage of issues away
from a narrow focus on specific incidents of abuse.
The IFJ’s child rights website for Asia
http://childrights.ifj-asia.org is a resource centre for
journalists reporting on children and child rights and
includes a media kit, contacts and resources from across
Asia as well as listing a range of positive actions for
children.
Jacqueline Park is the director of the IFJ’s Asia Pacific
Office based in Sydney. Email: jpark@alliance.org.au
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information about children is not generally available.
Respect for independent journalism is an essential
condition for a media culture of openness about children
and their rights. All journalists need to be confident that
they can uphold ethical standards and protect
confidential sources of information.
The right to freedom of expression is paramount but it
has to be balanced against other important rights — most
notably the rights of the child to freedom from fear and
exploitation.
As in all forms of self-regulation, effectiveness depends
upon the professional confidence of journalists, their
knowledge of the issues, and the conditions in which
they work.

By Aidan White
General Secretary, International Federation of Journalists

UNICEF/HQ92-0579/India/FRANCK CHARTON

Commercial pressures on journalists
and media
Fierce commercial competition is a key factor leading
media to exploit children. Journalists, therefore,
sometimes take an ill-considered, easy route to
newsgathering, perpetuating myths and stereotypes.
So too, an uncomfortable balance of interests prevails
where ethical standards are too often sacrificed in defence
of commercial imperatives.
Media professionals need to challenge commercial
constraints. Journalists, writers, and producers must work
ethically for their audiences and address the needs of
children without devaluing them.
While deadline pressures and the competitive nature of
the industry are pressures we deal with daily, journalists
must remain aware of the need for fair, open and
straightforward methods in obtaining information.
Journalism should always be ethical, above all when
considering the needs of children.

Pulling it together
Raising awareness about the rights of children and the
promotion of children’s rights is a challenge to media. It
is our role to not only report fairly, honestly and
accurately on the experience of childhood, but it is also
our responsibility to recognise children’s rights and reflect
them in our work.
While journalists can uncover cases of abuse and raise
awareness of children’s rights, media also infiltrate the
public with tolerant attitudes towards the exploitation of
children such as child pornography and prostitution. On
one hand, news media tell the stories of abused and
abuser, through news reports, photographs,
documentaries, and drama. But on the other, media can
also exploit children by creating sexually provocative
images of children in news or advertising, or, at worst, as
the vehicle for child pornography, or a source of
information for paedophile networks.
Journalists need to be aware of the consequences of
their reporting and their role in safeguarding the rights
and the dignity of children and young adults.
While some editors argue sensationalism permits
serious social issues to capture the attention of readers
and viewers, such coverage rarely analyses the social and
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Although there are no easy answers to
complex issues or to ethical dilemmas,
there are standards and benchmarks
by which media can judge how they
portray children in society.
economic causes of abuse of children: the dislocation of
communities and families, homelessness, corrupt
employers, pimps, the drug culture or why parents in
poverty sell a child to support the rest of the family.
To change media responses to stories about children
requires examination of the professional conditions in
which journalists work, a review of the principles or
guidelines they follow, and obstacles standing in the way
of good journalism.

Standards, regulations and
self-regulation
Reporting well on child rights requires access to a great
deal of information about children, much of it held by
the state authorities. But media cannot report effectively if

This handbook sheds light on the rights of children and
includes a number of practical recommendations
intended to make media and journalists more responsive
and to encourage debate within media about the
portrayal of children and their rights.
Although there are no easy answers to complex issues
or to ethical dilemmas, there are standards and
benchmarks by which media can judge how they portray
children in society.
The need for journalistic training in reporting on the
rights of children has never been greater. Bad habits in
the newsroom and the tyranny of deadlines, can be
overcome if journalists and program-makers at all levels
are exposed to good practice and information about the
importance of children’s rights.
The important thing to remember is that journalists can
depict children in a way that maintains their dignity, and
avoid exploitation and victimisation.
There is a need for media to identify good practice, to
applaud high standards and to encourage improved
coverage.
Aidan White

How media reporting raises
awareness
◆ By uncovering cases of abuse and
simultaneously raising awareness of
children’s rights
◆ Leading by example – changing
society’s attitudes to children and
childhood and affecting the way adults
behave
◆ Influencing children’s expectation of
their role in life
◆ Safeguarding the rights and the dignity
of children and young adults
◆ Analysing the social and economic
causes of abuse of children

What the media needs to
fulfill this goal
◆ Access to information
◆ Respect for independent journalism
◆ Ethical standards
◆ Protection of confidential sources of
information
◆ The right to freedom of expression
◆ Professional confidence in its duty
◆ Knowledge of the issues
◆ Suitable working conditions
◆ Child rights training
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Child Rights and the Media: Guidelines for Media Professionals
These guidelines were first adopted in draft by journalists organisations from 70 countries at the world’s first
international consultative conference on journalism and child rights held in Recife, Brazil, on May 2nd 1998.
After regional conferences and workshops they were finally adopted at the Congress of the International
Federation of Journalists in Seoul in 2001.

◆ Because we work autonomously
◆ To avoid pressure or influence from outside
news organisations and also from within our
own media
◆ So we can defend our work within the
newsroom and in the community
◆ To help solve ethical problems and dilemmas

Preamble

UNICEF/EAP#00333d/Thailand/Youkonton R.

Journalists need to work independently and make
decisions about whom to interview, photograph, film or
record and how they then construct a story or program.
So while journalists will generally resist outside forces
and attempts by some to tell them how to do their jobs,
this is not always a simple task.
Many journalists know and appreciate that often the
greatest pressures come from within their own media
organisation. This means they still inadvertently succumb
without protest to instructions that contravene their code
of professional conduct, or to drastic editing that damages
the integrity of their material.
The best guidelines are not a set of dos and don’ts, but

The best guidelines are not a set of dos
and don’ts, but rather a framework for
thinking through ethical issues so
journalists can confidently address the
conflicts that confront them.
rather a framework for thinking through ethical issues so
journalists can confidently address the conflicts that
confront them.
Guidelines also give journalists a basis for challenging
improper use of that material or distortions added during
the editing process and help those who direct the work of
other journalists.
Finally, guidelines can educate members of the public
about how journalists approach their work, and allow
journalists to defend their decisions in public.
While many journalists subscribe to codes of conduct,
many people working in the media industry tend to work
by instinct rather than rules laid out in such codes.
Children on the other hand require precise protocols if
their human rights are to be protected. These guidelines
will help children to see that journalists do take their issues
and views seriously and ensure that all those who work in
the media are serious about safeguarding their rights.
It is important for journalists to remember that when
children come in contact with the media, they are not
always capable of making informed decisions. There is no
equality between the journalist, photographer or
program-maker and the child, and where there is an
imbalance of power there is the potential for exploitation.
Journalists who take these guidelines seriously will protect
children and protect themselves.
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The distorting lens
An international NGO organised a media visit to a
refugee camp, where photographers took pictures
of weeping children. Their pictures appeared across
the world the following day. The NGO press officer
was mortified to discover later why the children
were crying. They thought that the long lens
cameras were guns and that the photographers
were soldiers who had come to kill them.
Photographers had created the very fear they
thought they were simply recording.

Informed, sensitive and professional journalism is a key element in any media strategy for improving the quality
of reporting concerning human rights and society. The daily challenge to journalists and media organisations is
particularly felt in coverage of children and their rights.
Although the human rights of children have only recently been defined in international law, the United
Nations Convention on the rights of the Child is already so widely supported that it will shortly become the first
universal law of humankind.
To do their job of informing the public effectively, journalists must be fully aware of the need to protect children
and to enhance their rights without in any way damaging freedom of expression or interfering with the fabric of
journalistic independence. Journalists must also be provided with training to achieve high ethical standards.
The following guidelines for journalists have been drawn up by the International Federation of Journalists on
the basis of an extensive survey of codes of conduct and standards already in force across the world. The aim of
the guidelines is to raise media awareness of children’s rights issues and to stimulate debate among media
professionals about the value of a common approach which will reinforce journalistic standards and contribute to
the protections and enhancement of children’s rights.

Guidelines and Principles for Reporting on Issues Involving Children
All journalists and media professionals have a duty to maintain the highest ethical and professional standards and
should promote within the industry the widest possible dissemination of information about the International
Convention on the Rights of the Child and its implications for the exercise of independent journalism.
Media organisations should regard violation of the rights of children and issues related to children’s safety,
privacy, security, their education, health and social welfare and all forms of exploitation as important questions
for investigations and public debate. Children have an absolute right to privacy, the only exceptions being those
explicitly set out in these guidelines.
Journalistic activity which touches on the lives and welfare of children should always be carried out with
appreciation of the vulnerable situation of children.
Journalists and media organisations shall strive to maintain the highest standards of ethical conduct in
reporting children’s affairs and, in particular, they shall
1. Strive for standards of excellence in terms of accuracy and sensitivity when reporting on issues involving
children;
2. Avoid programming and publication of images which intrude upon the media space of children with
information which is damaging to them;
3. Avoid the use of stereotypes and sensational presentation to promote journalistic material involving children;
4. Consider carefully the consequences of publication of any material concerning children and shall minimize
harm to children;
5. Guard against visually or otherwise identifying children unless it is demonstrably in the public interest;
6. Give children, where possible, the right of access to media to express their own opinions without
inducement of any kind;
7. Ensure independent verification of information provided by children and take special care to ensure that
verification takes place without putting child informants at risk;
8. Avoid the use of sexualized images of children;
9. Use fair, open and straight forward methods for obtaining pictures and, where possible, obtain them with the
knowledge and consent of children or a responsible adult, guardian or carer;
10. Verify the credentials of any organisation purporting to speak for or to represent the interests of children.
11. Not make payment to children for material involving the welfare of children or to parents or guardians of
children unless it is demonstrably in the interest of the child.
Journalists should put to critical examination the reports submitted and the claims made by Governments on
implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child in their respective countries
Media should not consider and report the conditions of children only as events but should continuously report
the process likely to lead or leading to the occurrence of these events.
Recife, Brazil
May 2nd 1998
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3. Child sexual exploitation: the reality

“I’m only 16 years old, but I must
have slept with dozens of men. All
of them are beasts. . . . Sometimes,
I feel like killing my customers or
myself. Life has lost all meaning for
me. Only death will rescue me from
all this suffering and mental ordeal’’
16-year-old female commercial sex worker,
Pakistan.

◆ The World Health Organisation estimates that in Asia
the sex industry accounts for up to 14 per cent of gross
domestic product in Indonesia, Malaysia, the
Philippines, Thailand and Japan. There is a high
demand – and often a higher price – for children. The
sex industry thrives where men have money to spend.
◆ In Cambodia, a Human Rights Vigilance survey of
6,110 sex workers found 31 per cent of those
interviewed were children aged 12 to 17.
◆ In Sri Lanka, the availability of child sex is publicised
in magazines, web sites and chat rooms. According to
a study conducted by PEACE there are 15,000 children
engaged in the sex trade.
◆ In Bangladesh, ECPAT International estimates of the
number of child victims of prostitution in the country
range from 10,000 to as high as 29,000. One problem
in particular is the issue of boy victims of prostitution.
The government provides even fewer services for boy
victims and according to a situational analysis the legal
definition of prostitution does not account for male
prostitution.
◆ According to a survey by India Today magazine, there
are between 400,000 and 500,000 child prostitutes in
India.
◆ In Nepal there is the prevalence of ”culturally
disguised prostitution”. Females are offered to the
temples as gifts to the celestials. The girls
(deukis/jhumas/badis) are raised in temples and are not
permitted to marry. These girls often turn to
prostitution as a means of support. This is facilitated
by a myth that sexual relations with a deuki will bring
eternal bliss. It estimated that there are 19,000 deukis
and 19,000 badis in Nepal.
◆ Despite strongly defined gender roles, adolescent boys
are often victims of sexual exploitation in Pakistan.
This occurs in work situations, pool halls, cinemas etc.
◆ In some countries, there is a traditional view that if you
have a STD or are HIV positive, having sex with a virgin
is a cure. The sale of a girl, particularly a virgin, into
prostitution brings an enormous sum of money to the
family by Cambodian standards. On average a family
can earn US$150 for the sale of their virgin daughter.
◆ Many girls are sold into prostitution by their families
or are tricked into a job offer either as a maid or cook.
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Research by Economic and Social Commission for Asia
and the Pacific (ESCAP) in Cambodia reports that 72
per cent of the girls interviewed were tricked by
persons who offered them other forms of employment.
◆ The NGO Child Workers In Asia estimates that up to
20 per cent of Vietnam’s growing commercial sex
industry is comprised of children under the age of 18.
◆ According to the Bangladesh National Women Lawyers
Association, there is a great demand for underage
Bangladeshi girls in brothels in India, as they are
believed to be free from sexually transmitted
infections.
◆ The Philippine National Plan of Action estimates that
between 60,000 and 75,000 children are involved in
the commercial sexual exploitation of children in that
country. NGOs have estimated that the number is
closer to 100,000. According to ECPAT International,
the Philippines is an international sex tourist
destination with 300,000 Japanese sex tourists alone
visiting the county each year.
◆ According to ECPAT it is commonly cited that 80 per
cent of the world’s child pornography is produced in
Japan.
◆ Although most child sex abusers are local men,
regions well known for sex tourism are also frequent
destinations for trafficked children brought in to
satisfy foreign tourists, underlining the demand-driven
nature of this exploitation
◆ Research shows that children suffer especially severely
in the commercial sex trade: they are forced to accept
large numbers of clients, can almost never negotiate
safe sex, are often beaten or otherwise ill-treated.
◆ Because of the illegal clandestine nature of prostitution
of children, their “keepers” most regularly keep them
locked away from public view, depriving them not
only of access to education and health facilities but
even of fresh air and exercise.
◆ According to IOM: Combatting trafficking in SouthEast Asia (Geneva, 2000), it has been estimated that
200,000-250,000 women and children in the region
are trafficked every year. Many trafficked Cambodian
children end up in the sex industry in Phnom Penh
and Sihanoukville, although there is also movement of
girls into the sex trade in Thailand. Girls are trafficked
into Cambodia’s brothels from southern Vietnam,
which also faces a serious problem of trafficking of
rural children into the sex sector in large urban centres
such as Hanoi and Ho Chi Min City.
◆ According to the US Department of State, 150,000
South Asian boys and girls are trafficked every year.
◆ It has been reported that of the approximately 200,000
sex workers trafficked from Nepal to India, 40,000 are
below 16 years of age. Recent ILO-IPEC Rapid
Assessment research suggests a speculative figure of
12,000 children per year.
(Source: Profiting from Abuse: An Investigation into the
Sexual Exploitation of Our Children; UNICEF, ILO and
ECPAT International)

4. Child Rights: the facts
The United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child (UNCRC) came into force in 1990 and has been
ratified by almost every country.
By 2002, only the United States of America and Somalia
had failed to ratify the Convention, and the USA had
signified its intention to do so.
The media now has the task of taking the convention
to the world by discussing the issue of child rights.
The UNCRC emphasises that children have the same
human rights as adults, but one defining characteristic of
childhood is a relative lack of power and the reality that
few children have the ability to exercise rights without
support.
In practice rights for children are conditional on adults
delivering them. The full text of the UNCRC can be
consulted on the UNICEF website (www.unicef.org/crc).
Here we outline those articles of most direct relevance to
journalists.

UNICEF/EAP#00309d/Thailand/Youkonton R.

3. Child sexual exploitation: the reality

4. Child Rights: the facts

The right to have views and to
express them
One of the most important rights promised by the
Convention is the right for children to form their own
views and express them. The Convention places an
obligation on States to ensure that young people are
heard and appropriate media is available. Article 12 of the
CRC states that:
Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of
forming his or her own views the right to express
those views freely in all matters affecting the child,
the views of the child being given due weight in
accordance with the age and maturity of the child.

Freedom of expression and access
to the media
Article 13 gives children the right to freedom of
expression, and the right to access to media:
The child shall have the right to freedom of
expression; this right shall include freedom to seek,
receive and impart information and ideas of all
kinds, regardless of frontiers, either orally, in writing
or in print, in the form of art, or through any other
media of the child’s choice.
States can legislate to restrict this right but only if to the
extent necessary for respect of the rights or reputations of
others; or for the protection of national security, public
order, public health or morals.

The right to privacy
States are expected to legislate to protect the privacy of
children as well as to protect them from slander and libel.
Journalists should know about such legislation and have
clear policies and protocols for interviewing young
people. Article 16 says that:
No child shall be subjected to arbitrary or unlawful
interference with his or her privacy, family, home or

States that adopt the Protocol must
legislate to prohibit the sale of children,
child prostitution and child pornography,
and also outlaw the sale of a child’s
organs for profit, forced labour and
illegal adoptions.
correspondence, nor to unlawful attacks on his or
her honour and reputation.

Positive role of media
In general, the UNCRC sees the role of the mass media as
a positive one in the development of the child. Under
Article 17:
States/Parties recognise the important function
performed by the mass media and shall ensure that
the child has access to information and material
from a diversity of national and international
sources, especially those aimed at the promotion of
his or her social, spiritual and moral well-being and
physical and mental health.
States undertake to
◆ Encourage the mass media to disseminate information
and material of social and cultural benefit to the child;
◆ Encourage international co-operation in the
production, exchange and dissemination of
information and material from a diversity of cultural,
national and international sources;
◆ Encourage the production and dissemination of
children’s books;
◆ Encourage the mass media to pay attention to the
language needs of the child who belongs to a minority
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group;
◆ Encourage the development of guidelines for
protecting children from material ‘injurious to his or
her well-being’, bearing in mind Articles 13 (freedom
of expression) and 18 (parental responsibility).

Protection from abuse
The UNCRC encourage states to protect children from
exploitation or sexual abuse. Under Article 19:
States/Parties shall take all appropriate legislative,
administrative, social and educational measures to
protect the child from all forms of physical or mental
violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent
treatment, maltreatment or exploitation, including
sexual abuse, while in the care of parent(s), legal
guardian(s) or any other person who has the care of
the child.
Article 34 says that States must protect a child from all
forms of sexual exploitation and abuse, and specifically
the exploitative use of children in pornographic
performances and materials.
In 1990, the United Nations also adopted Guidelines for
the Prevention of Juvenile Delinquency (The Riyadh
Guidelines) which place a social responsibility on the
media towards young people, especially in relation to
pornography, drugs and violence.

The Optional Protocols
In May 2000 the General Assembly of the United Nations
adopted two Optional Protocols to the UNCRC.
One covers the involvement of children in armed
conflict and the other covers the sale of children
(‘trafficking’), child prostitution and child pornography.
States are encouraged, but not compelled, to ratify these
Protocols and to enact legislation and take other measures
to implement them. Both of these Protocols challenge
member states in various ways and provide journalists
with opportunities for holding governments to account
for the way that they implement them.

Involvement of children in armed conflict
The Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of
the Child on the Involvement of Children in Armed
Conflict came into force in February 2002. This seeks to
make it illegal for children to be coerced into military service
before the age of 18. Under the Protocol, governments must
publish age limits and criteria for voluntary recruitment
below that age and ensure that younger soldiers do not take
part in armed conflict. The Protocol says that armed groups
(as distinct from the armed forces of a State) should not,
under any circumstances, recruit or use in hostilities persons
under the age of 18 years. The International Criminal Court
has agreed that conscripting or enlisting children under the
age of 15 years into military groups or using them to
participate in hostilities is a war crime.

The sale of children, child prostitution
and child pornography
The Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights
of the Child on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution
and Child Pornography came into force on 18 January

10 Telling Their Stories – Child rights, exploitation and the media

4. Child Rights: the facts

2002. It covers a range of issues as well as pornography,
adoption and forced labour and anything that falls
within a broad definition of trafficking. The preamble to
the Protocol expresses concern at:
the significant and increasing international traffic in
children for the purpose of the sale of children,
child prostitution and child pornography, … the
widespread and continuing practice of sex tourism,
to which children are especially vulnerable, … child
prostitution and child pornography.
The Protocol lists contributing factors as:
underdevelopment, poverty, economic disparities,
inequitable socioeconomic structure, dysfunctioning
families, lack of education, urban-rural migration,
gender discrimination, irresponsible adult sexual
behaviour, harmful traditional practices, armed
conflicts and trafficking in children. It calls for
action at global and national level.
States that adopt the Protocol must legislate to prohibit
the sale of children, child prostitution and child
pornography, and also outlaw the sale of a child’s organs
for profit, forced labour and illegal adoptions. Penalties
for offences should “take into account their grave nature”.
The Protocol seeks to tackle transnational offences,
such as ‘child sex tourism’ and offences over the Internet.
States must establish jurisdiction to prosecute their
nationals for offences committed abroad, and make
extradition possible even where no general extradition
treaty exists. Offences are to be treated as if they were
committed in the place where they occurred, and also
where the perpetrator is a citizen. States are urged to pass
laws to seize and confiscate goods and assets, to seize
profits and to close premises.
They should make multilateral, regional and bilateral
arrangements:
for the prevention, detection, investigation,
prosecution and punishment of those responsible
for acts involving the sale of children, child
prostitution, child pornography and child sex
tourism.
Under Article 8, States must protect the rights and
interests of child victims, keeping them informed of their
rights and allowing their views, needs and concerns to be
presented in proceedings. Of particular note for
journalists is the provision (Article 8 Section 1 e):
protecting, as appropriate, the privacy and identity
of child victims and taking measures in accordance
with national law to avoid the inappropriate
dissemination of information that could lead to the
identification of child victims.
Legal measures may also forbid publication of the
address of a safe refuge for abused children or other
information to protect:
the safety and integrity of those persons and/or
organisations involved in the prevention and/or
protection and rehabilitation of victims of such
offences
The Protocol does not mention the media by name,
but Article 9 says that States shall:
promote awareness in the public at large, including
children, through information by all appropriate

means, education and training, about the preventive
measures and harmful effects of the offences.
Media organisations pursuing a story of child
exploitation across borders could find support in Article
10 which says that States shall promote international cooperation to address root causes, such as poverty and
underdevelopment, contributing to the vulnerability of
children to the sale of children, child prostitution, child
pornography and child sex tourism.

Worst form of child labour
“The exploitation of childhood constitutes the evil the most
hideous, the most unbearable to the human heart …”
Albert Thomas, first director of the ILO
The ILO Convention on the Worst Forms of Child
Labour (182), unanimously adopted by the International
Labour Conference in 1999, identifies the most repugnant
forms of child labour as slavery-like practices, such as the
trafficking and sale of children across national borders for
labour and commercial sexual exploitation.

The onus should be on media and
journalists to show that they acted
ethically and properly in their dealings
with young people
The Convention applies to girls and boys under the
age of 18 and defines the worst forms of child labour to
include:
◆ Slavery and slavery-like practices, including forced
labour and forced recruitment for armed conflict;
◆ The use, procuring or offering of a child for
prostitution or pornography;
◆ The use, procuring or offering of a child for illicit
activities;
◆ Work, which, by its nature or the circumstances in
which it is carried out, is harmful to a child’s health,
safety or morals.
Child labour threatens children’s potential to become
productive adults, robbing them of their health, their
education and prospects for a brighter future. It flies in
the face of principles of social justice, child rights and
the protection of human rights.

Ratification
The Convention calls for countries to take immediate
action to ban the worst forms of child labour. By the
end of December 2002, 132 countries had ratified
Convention No.182, the fastest to be ratified in the
ILO’s 82-year history, demonstrating the growing
awareness worldwide of the injustice of child labour and
its devastating effects on both children and society.
Ratification, however, is not an end in itself. All
governments that ratify Convention No. 182 also make
a commitment to act. They pledge to take immediate
and effective time-bound measures to:
◆ Prevent engagement of children in the worst forms of
child labour and to remove and rehabilitate those
children who are victims of it;
◆ To ensure access to free basic education;

◆ To reach out to at-risk children; and
◆ To take account of the special needs of girls;
Governments also commit themselves to work with
employers’ and workers’ organizations, concerned civil
society groups and other governments to ensure that
progress is both rapid and sustainable.

Reporting to the ILO
Member States ratifying ILO Conventions are under
obligation to report regularly. As Convention No. 182 is
a fundamental ILO Convention, its application is
reported every two years. Employers’ and workers’
organizations should be consulted in the preparation of
national reports and may make their own observations
independently if they wish.
Source: Apply it!, International Labour Organisation,
www.ilo.org

Tourism and child exploitation
The existence of the World Tourism Organisation Global
Code of Ethics for Tourism, which was adopted in Chile
in 1999, remains largely unknown inside journalism,
even within the high-profile circles of travel journalism.
The WTO code states:
Article 2 (2)
“Tourism activities should respect the equality of
men and women; they should promote human
rights and, more particularly, the individual rights
of the most vulnerable groups, notably children…”
Article 2 (3)
The exploitation of human beings in any form,
particularly sexual, especially when applied to
children, conflicts with the fundamental aims of
tourism and is the negation of tourism, as such, in
accordance with international law, it should be
energetically combated…and penalised without
concession by the national legislation of both the
countries visited and countries of the perpetrators of
these acts, even when they are carried out abroad.”

Opportunities for scrutiny
The UNCRC and the Optional Protocols have some built in
measures to monitor what countries are doing and these
provide opportunities for journalists to investigate the human
rights records relating to children in their own countries.
Each country must submit a report to the UN
Committee on the Rights of the Child every five years,
giving comprehensive information on what it has done
to implement the UNCRC.
In addition, a State must submit a report outlining the
extra measures it has taken two years after it adopts
either of the Optional Protocols. In addition to the
government report, the Committee receives information
on a country’s human rights situation from other
sources, including non-governmental organisations, UN
agencies, other intergovernmental organisations,
academic institutions and the press.
This provides an opportunity for media to highlight
children’s rights, to publicise the Convention and the
Optional Protocols and to scrutinise the strengths and
weaknesses of national action.
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Children – different needs at different ages
The CRC defines children as young people up to the age
of 18, but the point at which someone ceases to be a child
and becomes an adult cannot so easily be pinned down.
Most countries extend adult rights to young people at a
variety of ages, including the right to marry, the right to
vote, and the right to join the armed forces.
In Asia, many children are forced into adulthood from
a relatively young age to support their family or because
of circumstances beyond their choosing such as
financially supporting their family through prostitution.
As young people mature physically they become more
autonomous and expect to take more decisions for
themselves.
Journalists, like all adults, should respect young people
and give them opportunities to express themselves and

BENCHMARKS FOR REPORTING

Benchmarks indicate a standard to which a
person should strive professionally. In the case
of child rights and reporting, there are
benchmarks that journalists should constantly
ask of themselves and of their country so as to
ensure they are fulfilling their duty in reporting
on child rights while acting as a watchdog on
their country’s success or failures in the
implementation of the Convention on the
Rights of the Child.
The following are questions to consider when
approaching the topic that you may take on to
monitor your country’s role in child rights.
◆ Has your country submitted a report to the
UN Committee on the Rights of the Child? If
so, how often is it updating it?
◆ Has your country adopted either of the
Optional Protocols?
◆ How has your country publicised the
Convention and the Optional Protocols?
◆ What are the strengths and weaknesses of
your country’s national action regarding
children?
◆ Is your country cooperating with other
countries on the issue of child rights?
◆ Are you getting information and material
from your government from a diversity of
cultural, national and international sources?
◆ Does your country have any guidelines for
the protection of children from material
‘injurious to his or her well-being’?
◆ What policies and legislation has your
country put in place to protect children from
exploitation or sexual abuse?
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have their opinions and experiences used and valued. At
the same time they should recognise that a young person
may not be as confident as he or she looks, and not
exploit this vulnerability.
Journalists should consider whether even older
teenagers properly understand how materials are to be
used and whether they can give informed consent.
The onus should be on media and journalists to show
that they acted ethically and properly in their dealings
with young people, properly informed them why they
were filming or asking questions. Also that they did not
exploit the vulnerability of young people and sought and
received permission from an appropriate adult, where the
child or young person could not give informed consent.

STORYLINES
◆ Has your news organisation run a story or
feature highlighting the main aspects on the
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child?
Use national children’s days or anniversaries
of the Convention’s ratifications as hooks to
hang stories on to.
◆ Stay alert in any breaking news stories about
an angle for children’s rights. This may be
research by NGOs or academic studies,
criminal proceedings relating to children or
changes to government policy.
◆ Talk to NGOs and people working with
children about the work they are doing. New
projects and developments can also promote
child rights.
◆ Question school curriculums. Are schools and
education facilities reinforcing to children
about their rights? Schools can become role
models to others through such stories.
◆ Expose ill-treatment of children wherever
possible – especially if the children have noone to care for them. Report about the
positive ways to support children who have
been discriminated or abused and highlight
treatment, care and support options.

5. How are young people abused and exploited?
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4. Child Rights: the facts

If the Convention of the Rights of the Child was delivered
universally, children would be brought up in a safe and
supportive environment.
We do not live in a world that delivers this to all
children. The reality is that children throughout the
world are physically abused, neglected or orphaned. Many
more miss education and the right to play, because they
have to take up a burden of work at much too early an
age.
Journalists should investigate these issues.
The emphasis in international conferences and
agreements has been on the commercial exploitation of
children. This is both because children are increasingly
targeted by this industry, and because this organised and
cynical exploitation of children requires international as
well as national action.
The primary role in defending the rights of children is
the responsibility of adults, parents, extended families,
communities and the state.
Reporting on the rights of children can rarely be done
without reporting on the state of their communities, and
the value placed on children.
◆ What are the pressures that mean some young people
end up living on the streets?
◆ Why do families sell their daughters into prostitution?

◆ What happens to the children of parents who die from
HIV/AIDS?
◆ What are the pressures on this mother that she is using
her child to beg on the streets?
◆ Why, if we love our children, are they sexually abused
by family members so often?
◆ Why are children bought, sold and traded like
commodities?

Why does abuse happen?
In Asia, many children are abused and exploited because
of poverty as well as cultural factors. That abuse can
translate to child labour, trafficking, prostitution,
domestic violence and children who are forced to live
their lives on the streets.
In all cases, the ultimate goal should be aimed at
discovering root causes of abuse.
The reasons leading to the occurrence and rise in
trafficking are common to many Asian countries. Poverty,
lack of education, and the status of females and children
from lower socio-economic backgrounds are all
contributory factors.
Poverty and complex social issues
Lured by promises of good jobs or marriage, trafficking
victims are frequently forced into debt bondage outside of
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the country. For reasons of ignorance, abject poverty and
a social perception of the girl child, parents willingly send
their children. Criminal gangs conduct much of the
trafficking and the porous international borders in parts
of Asia facilitate their activities.
Economics
In the tourism sector in Sri Lanka, activists are
disappointed by the lack of public outcry from parents,
the local community and regional leaders. Suspicions
have been voiced that the hesitancy may stem from a fear
of losing the income generated from the tourists. Others
have suggested that the reluctance is due to a sense of
fatalism: if a child enters prostitution, it is their karma.
Social Structure
In India there is the disadvantageous social structure for
girls and lower caste children which results in a process
where females are denied access to economic resources.
Marriage is emphasised as the only means of status and
livelihood. In many cases, parents, relatives, and
husbands are working with the traffickers. This is
compounded by a fatalistic attitude that girls are suffering
their fate.
Replicating life cycles
A child—not yet a women—forced into prostitution is at
risk of sexually transmitted diseases, including HIV/AIDS.
She has no power over the decision to use contraceptives,
and no independent means of obtaining them, and so
has no control over her fertility or birth spacing. She may
not have access to health care or adequate legal
protection. Such a girl has almost no control over any of
the major aspects of her life. A girl who has undergone
this experience will not be in a strong position to defend
her own daughter from such a fate when the time comes.
Researchers or reporters, who summarise the situation by
concluding the girl’s mother does not love her, will have
misunderstood the issues.

Children face multiple risks
When children suffer abuse it is largely because they lack
the power to control their lives and adults will not or
cannot protect them.
Children may be vulnerable from a number of different
sources, where others exercise power over them. Children
who grow up exposed to danger or unprotected by adults,
are often at risk from multiple causes. Sexual exploitation

“They succeeded in raping me and
even insulted me . . . My first
experience with a customer was
really frightening and painful. My
genitals were lacerated and I froze
. . . During my first few months in
this trade, I was really upset. But
now I am more or less used to it
although I still cry every morning.”
Luisa, 15, The Philippines
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It is important to remember, however,
when planning or working on stories the
degree of hidden abuse that exists in
the community or culture, either within
families or within institutions.
of children is a major problem, but that is not the only
form of exploitation or abuse that journalists should
investigate.
◆ Children may suffer from neglect, in poor
communities because there is no-one to care for the
child while parents work to feed the family, or in
better-off communities because parents have
substituted material possessions for their own time
and love.
◆ Millions of children have to work long hours,
either directly to support the family or in
commercial exploitation.
◆ Girls are discriminated against in many ways; from
not being given equal rights with their brothers to
food, to education or to choose their own futures.
◆ Children are displaced by war, drought or natural
disasters and become refugees. Many are caught up
in wars not of their making.
◆ In most major cities there are homeless children
who live by their wits.
◆ Street children are vulnerable to every form of
exploitation and abuse.
◆ Children in closed institutions are at high risk of
abuse, because there is no-one to see what is
happening and to blow the whistle to protect
them. Children at extra risk include those in
boarding schools, penal institutions, or institutions
for children with disabilities.
◆ Children with disabilities may lose their rights,
because they are not valued as children by society.
Even where the right to physical care is accepted,
the rights to play, education and self-expression
may be denied.
◆ Children who are in a country illegally, or semilegally, are at extra risk of exploitation through
begging or sexual trafficking.
Sexual exploitation is one of a range of threats to
vulnerable young people that rarely exists in isolation.
Children in all the above categories are at risk of sexual
abuse as an additional oppressive factor in their lives.
For example, children being drawn into prostitution is a
fundamental abuse of children’s human rights, since it
explicitly brings an end to childhood and immediately
puts the children’s lives at immediate risk by exposing
them to disease and potentially death by abuse or
HIV/AIDS.
Societal attitudes to male sexual needs are often used to
explain why they use prostitutes – whether they are a
child or adult is of little significance. So too, exploiters
abuse of children in prostitution who do not share their
own social identity is facilitated by the assumption that
these children either do not need, or are unworthy of, the
care and protection that would be accorded to children
‘of their own kind’.
Children have become still more vulnerable since the
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rise of HIV/AIDS partly because of two persistent myths.
One is that sex with a virgin can lead HIV infection to be
reversed. This (totally untrue) myth has made young girls
vulnerable to rape. The other myth is that sex with a
young person is less likely to lead to HIV infection. This
has made the commercial sex trade pursue young girls
ever more ruthlessly, since they can obtain a higher price
for them. In fact, according to the World Health
Organisation, a young person is physiologically less able
to resist infection that a fully grown woman or man. A
child who is turned into a prostitute is therefore more
likely to become infected with sexually transmitted
diseases.
For homeless or trafficked children, sexual assault or
sexual exploitation may constitute one of a number of

risks. Sexual exploitation may also be connected with
commercial child labour, in that the young people are
often dependent on adults who are willing to exploit
them in exchange for money.

Storylines

Checklist

◆ How effectively are you promoting
awareness in the public about the harmful
effects of child exploitation?
◆ What is the status of children in your
community – what value is placed on
them?
◆ How are myths or social taboos affecting
children? What can be done to challenge
these beliefs?
◆ Look at social problems involving children
and investigate the sources of these issues.
Ask the public and the powers that be
why children are being treated in this way.
◆ Is discrimination endemic in your
country? Explore the reasons and the
effects of child abuse.
◆ Give children a chance to tell the public
how they have been affected and how
they feel.
◆ Investigate your governments’ priorities or
programs to deal with child abuse and
exploitation.
◆ Report on the work of NGOs.
◆ Report on the government’s efforts to help
vulnerable or disadvantaged children
including those living in poverty or with
HIV/AIDS.
◆ Investigate recruitment into trafficking. Is it
evident in your community? What are the
primary sources of children and what issues
does it raise? Who are the people running
the trade?
◆ How are children treated before the law –
are they protected or punished?

✔ If you have mentioned a child’s race,
ethnicity, religion or disability, is it
necessarily relevant to your story?
✔ Have you investigated all the angles
carefully and checked your facts?
✔ Have you sought multiple viewpoints –
especially those of the child?
✔ What other angles might allow you to
follow up your story and create a more indepth analysis?
✔ Have you outlined about the child rights
that have been violated and related your
country’s obligations to this situation?
✔ Have you checked your story for
stereotypes and commonly held myths
about children? Make sure you don’t
make assumptions when a child’s life is at
stake.
✔ Ensure you do not typecast a child
because of his or her circumstances.
✔ Have you suggested possible headlines
and discussed the story with your editor
or sub-editor to ensure they understand
the context?
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6. How well is the media doing its job?
Most members of the media report on some aspect of
child rights and exploitation in some way on a regular
basis.
Under the United Nations’ Convention of the Rights of
the Child, the media has a clear role in the dialogue and
actions to combat exploitation and to raise awareness of
the violation of child rights.
As part of its work on SECT in 2002/2003, the IFJ
conducted surveys in Sri Lanka and Cambodia to gauge
the level of knowledge and the type of coverage children
received in the media. It also set out to determine
journalists’ opinions on how their countries had tackled
the issue and on what they perceived as obstacles to
good reporting.
The Child Rights Survey Project included surveys with
journalists, journalists’ organisations/unions and NGOs.
The alarming message is that while reporting is
happening, there are many negative factors working
against the coverage of child rights in the media.
While most journalists are aware of the gravity of the
problem of child exploitation in their country, they are
confronted with even bigger hurdles in their reporting
such as cultural censorship of the issue, government
corruption and an inability to access adequate
information from authorities.
More than 80% of journalists in both countries rated
the problem of child exploitation as a major problem for
their nation and overall journalists felt both
governments and the tourism sector had not done
enough to counter the problem of child exploitation.
In Cambodia, 96% of journalists felt their government
had not done enough to counter sexual exploitation and
94% felt not enough work had been done to counter the
problems of sexual exploitation in the tourism sector. So
too in Sri Lanka, 76% of journalists said their
government had not done enough and 78% said the
tourism sector still had work to do.
Given that journalists realise both the gravity of the
issue and the need for more attention from both
governments and the tourism sector, child rights and
sexual exploitation should be high on the news agenda.
This, however, is not the case. In terms of coverage and
monitoring of governments and the tourism sector, the
research shows SECT was not a major priority for news
gatherers.
While 40% of Cambodian journalists felt stories
affecting children had a moderate story placement and
prominence within the media, 81% of NGO’s surveyed
felt stories affecting children in the Cambodian media
were given low or no prominence.
In Sri Lanka, 48% of journalists agreed stories affecting
children were given low placement while 70% of NGOs
said children were given low placement.
Although those working in the NGO sector view the
situation more seriously, it is clear that children are not
leading news agendas. In the case of sexual exploitation
of children in tourism, even more so. One third (33%) of
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Media Reporting: A Snapshot

Cambodian journalists and 44% of Sri Lankan journalists
agreed that stories about child exploitation in tourism
had a low level of coverage in the media.
NGOs working in the child rights sector are monitors
on the standard of coverage by journalists in relation to
the Convention of the Rights of the Child. 81% of
Cambodian NGOs said the main mistake made by
journalists was the publication of children’s identities
while 70% of Sri Lankan NGOs said the major problem
was a lack of balance. Half of the Cambodian journalists
described covering the eyes of a child as a means to
protect the child’s identity in photographs while in Sri
Lanka 38% of journalists agreed their media
organisations regularly identified children in stories of
exploitation.
Do journalists identify children in media reporting?

In terms of the language used in media reports,
journalists in Cambodia verged more toward reserved
language and identified the problem of social taboos in
reporting sexual exploitation while in Sri Lanka journalists
described the language most commonly used as
emotional. Sensational language also figured highly. Only
27% of Cambodian journalists and 19% of Sri Lankan
journalists described the language used as balanced.
Language used by journalists when
reporting on children
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surveyed. 85% of Sri Lankan and 70% of Cambodian
journalists said further training would improve reporting
on the issue.

More alarming is that of the NGOs surveyed, 70% of
Sri Lankan NGOs and 88% of Cambodian NGOs said
reporting had not improved over the past five years.
As the survey found, part of the problem may be a lack
of communication or cooperation between NGOs and
the media, the quality of information and the difficulties
journalists encounter getting access to information or
vital sources such as children.
In Sri Lanka, in particular, 63% of journalists did not
have contact with NGOs, human rights groups or other
organisations about SECT.
The survey showed that while most Cambodian
journalists rated the information provided by NGOs as
good or very good, journalists in Sri Lanka information
from NGOs as poor or satisfactory.
The other major interpretation is that journalists need
training and guidance on the major developments in
child rights that have occurred globally and of the
actions and legislative changes that have taken place as a
result within their own countries.
Only 4% of Sri Lankan journalists were aware of the IFJ
guidelines compared to 61% of Cambodian journalists

On a positive note, the research found journalists
identified and understood the issues surrounding child
exploitation and their views were in line with many of
the NGOs as to the major causes.
In Cambodia, both journalists and NGOs identified
poverty (more than 80%), lack of education (more than
50%) and parents being cheated (more than 25%) as the
major factors, while in Sri Lanka journalists identified
drug abuse and lack of parental care as the major causes.
But further examination of economic links of
exploitation and tourism and legislation changes could
be missed with 80% and 75% of Cambodian and Sri
Lankan journalists respectively identifying they were not
aware of existing legislation on sex tourism.
Journalists did identify that sexual exploitation was not
isolated from other social and cultural factors and that it
had to be dealt with as a complex social issue. For many
journalists in Cambodia in particular, this meant
confronting greater problems of corruption within the
law enforcement agencies and endemic cultural
censorship of the issue.
As many as 70% of Cambodian journalists and 50% of
Sri Lankan journalists agreed that a culture of censorship
exists on the topic in their countries.
There is no doubt that journalists understand their role
in educating on child rights and how reporting makes a
difference to community education on child rights.
As many as 88% of Cambodian journalists and NGOs
agreed that the publicising of the issue in the media
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Cambodian problems in accessing
information from governments

Within their own media organisations too, child rights
is not given a high news priority and is too often put in a
negative light.
Media professionals are frustrated by the limitations of
their working environments and crave more information
and guidance to help them in the day-to-day reporting
on child rights.
How journalists think they could
improve their reporting

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

In Sri Lanka, journalists felt they could influence a
culture of change by doing more investigative reporting,
by exposing abusers and by educating parents.
But the full story on child exploitation cannot be told,
if journalists themselves are not equipped with the
knowledge or understanding of the rights of children and
also if children are not given a news priority.
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Overall, the message from the IFJ’s research was that
reporting had not and could not improve without
further training for media professionals and better access
to information from both the government and NGO
sector. While NGOs were working hard, their message
was not getting out to vast sections of the media. Both
NGOs and media professionals identified their need to
understand and work together to counter sexual
exploitation and promote child rights.

7. The Media’s Role in Reporting Abuse
A fine line remains between sensitive, intelligent
reporting by the media and sensationalizing the issue.
The focus should be on educating and informing the
public and monitoring child rights standards.
Perhaps the most important guiding principle is to
consider the child or children you are reporting on.

Will your story help or hinder their
cause?
In exposing and highlighting abuse, the media plays a
crucial role in exploring how exploitation of children can
be stopped. The media has the task of bringing these
abuses to the attention of politicians and the public, and
of giving unheard children a voice.
This is the high ground that the media often claim,
and sometimes occupies. Well-trained and motivated
professionals, working to a clear set of aims and ethics
can indeed achieve these results.
When reporting on children, the usual journalistic
virtues all apply - having good contacts, investigating
carefully, checking facts, using a variety of sources and
giving affected people an opportunity to speak.
But it also requires adequate time and resources for
investigations. Reporting on children also needs
consistent follow up over time, so that instead of
creating a single splash the media can create a current of
informed opinion that will lead to change.
As the IFJ survey indicated, 70% of non government
organisations in Sri Lanka considered coverage of child
sexual exploitation as poor, agreeing that the main mistake
that media make is lack of balance in their reporting.
At the same time, children in many cases find they are
a lower news priority. Stories about children were
acknowledged by journalists themselves in Cambodia
and Sri Lanka in the study as receiving moderate to low
prominence in media organisations.
A quick feature on child prostitution can be put
together with few resources and little investigation and
may entertain or divert the audience, but at the cost of
reinforcing rather than challenging myths and
stereotypes. Without adequate follow-up, the good work
achieved in even a small piece can be lost.

Generating noise and heat
The “villain or victim” scenario is when an article or
program identifies a problem about children. An example
of this may be a feature on delinquency, street children
or child prostitution. In such cases children find
themselves condemned for their behaviour but the
journalist makes little attempt to present the child’s
point of view. Such stories may be hurriedly put together

0%

“. . . I don’t sell my body. Only If I like
that customer and he shows me
warmth and care, I’ll go with him”
Child prostitute, Lampang Province, Thailand.
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influenced the levels of government response to child
exploitation. Half of journalists surveyed felt an increase in
reporting would result in a culture of change on this issue.

7. The Media’s Role in Reporting Abuse

In exposing and highlighting abuse, the
media can also explore how exploitation
of children can be stopped.
following a statement by a political leader or a court case
and is often coupled with calls for ‘something to be
done’. Ultimately, this story generates sensation but does
little to illuminate.
In a survey of five Taiwanese daily newspapers, a
general hostility towards young prostitutes was
discovered. Out of 133 news items about arrests for
offences involving underage prostitutes, 34% used
unsympathetic headlines, and 35% were unsympathetic
in content, using language such as childish; selling herself;
deflowered; doesn’t study but sells her body and slut.
Researcher Chai Hui-Jung concluded that crime reporters
do not see the juveniles as minors, and rarely as victims,
but judge them by adult standards. The same reporters
were tolerant towards their clients — 91% of the
headlines and 71% of the reports did not refer at all to
the clients who were sexually exploiting the children.
* Teenagers’ Sexual Crimes and News Analysis, Chai HuiJung, August 1995.
In the case of sexually exploited children, too often the
type of ‘protection’ afforded to children in photographs
still leaves them recognisable to those they are most
vulnerable to – pimps, traffickers and abusive parents.
Families in developing countries, people living in
poverty, or those displaced by war or disaster often lose
their individuality and humanity. Children in these
communities have even less opportunity to be heard in
media coverage.
However, features and investigations into children’s
issues can achieve new interpretations of the issues and,
in best practise examples, may lead to real and lasting
change.

Generating light
Reporting can go beyond identifying a problem and
include interviews with young people and others that
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Generating understanding
At its best the media can go beyond ‘generating light’
and explain the situation in an entirely new framework.
This may be the result of a long-term investigation, or
through the media working with a support group or
NGO. In these cases the media may reveal an
unsuspected link with a problem, or investigate a new
angle, or even bring to light an unseen problem or
solution. In such cases the media reaches a degree of
excellence that can have a profound effect on readers,

BENCHMARKS/STORYLINES
◆ Has your government ratified the
International Labour Organisation
Convention? What has it done to eradicate
the most extreme forms of child labour?
◆ Look for stories about attempts by
governments to protect children from
exploitation. Are they succeeding?
◆ Look for hidden forms of labour and
exploitation in the course of your work.
Talk with child workers or NGOs and build
relationships bearing in mind that they may
not be the subject of a story but a useful
source.
◆ Keep your mind open to the possibility that
not all stories about children need to be
about exploitation and the negative
realities. Positive stories can also have great
impact.
◆ Talk to child refugees and add the human
angle to the issue of cross-border traffic.
◆ Keep an eye on child health in your
country – particularly the growth of
HIV/AIDS in children. How are they being
treated and looked after?
◆ Highlight the sexual proclivities of those
who abuse children.
◆ Investigate the criminal networks through
which the trade is conducted.
◆ Do stories of the children themselves,
including rescue and recovery programs for
those who survive abuse.
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A quick feature on child prostitution can
be put together with few resources and
little investigation and may entertain or
divert the audience, but at the cost of
reinforcing rather than challenging
myths and stereotypes.
listeners and viewers and create a real climate for change.
When media reach this degree of excellence, each
program or series of articles has its own unique features.
They play a double role in promoting rights and positive
coverage of children and they do not themselves damage
those rights in their coverage. Excellence of this sort
can only be achieved with time, resources and a
determination to put the interests of the children at the
centre of program making or journalism. The focus of
reporting is on the rights of children, not the ratings or
circulation figures.

◆ Investigate what the police are doing – are
they working to establish special units with
child friendly facilities in their precinct?
◆ Refuse to write or publish sensational articles
or use photos that further exploit a child or
reveal the identity of a child.
◆ Check what your travel industry bodies are
doing and follow their progress on anti child
sex tourism campaigns and/or legislation;
and any moves to establish a national or
regional Code of Conduct.

CHECKLIST
✔ Have you identified the child in your
coverage? Did you check with the children
and their parents about how they want to be
described?
✔ Is your story thoroughly researched and
accurate? Or is it a sensationalised story that
has an alarmist tone – and has potential to
do more harm than good?
✔ Have you referred to the IFJ Guidelines for
Reporting on Children to assist you with
your story?
✔ Have you demanded sufficient and reliable
information from the authorities?
✔ Does your story help people to make sense of
complicated issues including reports and
statistics released by governments or NGOs?
✔ Does your story encourage understanding
and compassion to the plight of children and
reinforce their rights and the need for the
community to protect them? Ensure this
includes children from ethnic minorities and
trafficked children.

8. Storylines – Topical Issues
Many journalists and media organisations would
express unease at the thought of an international
convention (or an IFJ guide!) telling them what to
produce or how to report social issues.
However, most would subscribe to the principles
expressed in the Convention on the Rights of the Child.
Media organisation should therefore be able to spell
out how they put these principles into practice, and
what steps they take to show that they do not abuse the
rights of children.
This section looks at some topical issues surrounding
the child vulnerability and sexual exploitation
including trafficking and cultural and national
challenges.
This is not to dictate the story or angle to journalists.
Each story can be different, and it may change over
time. However, it is as well for journalists and media
organisations to be aware of these issues.
The most important issue for journalists to remember
when covering stories about children is the need to look
beyond the sensationalised/victim stories and find
substance to the causes and problems and create a
constructive debate about the issues affecting children.

Street children
In most of the world’s big cities children live rough,
drawn to the city from surrounding rural areas in the
belief that they will be able to improve their lives, but
then struggling for survival without home, or anyone to
care for them. Street children are at risk from violence,
disease and exploitation.
They may be targeted by forces of law and order or by
criminal gangs. Those who survive become street wise,
and may partly rely on crime to keep themselves alive.
In many cities there are NGOs that run special
programs to support street children and which may be
able to help journalists who are seeking to focus on this
issue. An investigation into street children may:
◆ include extended interviews with young people;
◆ look at the likely consequences for them in terms of
risk of violence, sexual assault, sexual exploitation,
ill health, crime and punishment;
◆ report on problems they face from authorities and
from abusers;
◆ report on sources of help and support;
◆ report on the problems reported to police and
authorities about the young people;
◆ interview police officers and those with a role in
public policy.
The media may also follow young people who have
succeeded in coming off the streets, and include their
perspective as to how others can be helped to do the
same. It may point to some of the underlying causes,
and return to this topic over time to see if the situation
has improved. This sustained approach is more
powerful because it includes the words and viewpoint
of young people, not only of people who see them as a
problem. It is rare for the media to ask how the children
came to be homeless in the first place. If this seems the
better option to children, what does that say about how
they were living in their rural communities?

UNICEF/EAP#01553d/Cambodia/Roger Lemoyne

show how the problem arose. Such stories will report
consequences and describe the issue from a variety of
points of view. This may be through a series of features,
articles or programs over a period of time. Such an
approach is more likely to influence public policy by
informing policy makers and those in a position to take
action.
There is no doubt this makes a difference to reporting.

8. Storylines – Topical Issues

Commercial Sexual Exploitation
The commercial sexual exploitation of children is a
fundamental violation of children’s rights. It comprises
sexual abuse by the adult and remuneration in cash or
kind to the child or a third person or persons. The child is
treated as a sexual object and as a commercial object. The
commercial sexual exploitation of children constitutes a
form of coercion and violence against children, and
amounts to forced labour and a contemporary form of
slavery.
Commercial sexual exploitation of children consists of
practices that are demeaning, degrading and many times
life threatening to children.
There are three primary and interrelated forms of
commercial sexual exploitation of children: prostitution,
pornography, and trafficking for sexual purposes.
Other forms of sexual exploitation of children include
child sex tourism and early marriages.
Sexual exploitation is one of a range of threats to
vulnerable young people that rarely exists in isolation.
Children in all the above categories are at risk of sexual
abuse, as an additional oppressive factor in their lives.
Media need to recognise that the lives of exploited
children are often complicated. It is the journalist’s role to
ask the questions beyond the reality immediately before
them.
It is important to remember however when planning or
working on stories the degree of hidden abuse that exists
in the community or culture, either within families or
within institutions.
Most sexual abuse occurs within the home by people
related to or known to the child. This takes place in all
kinds of societies. This is often a prime cause of children
making their way into commercial sexual exploitation. In
many communities, a culture of secrecy can override a
child’s rights.
Weak enforcement of laws protecting children also
contributes, as do corruption and organised crime. Some
people are drawn into the sexual exploitation of children by
the possibility of large profits, others as a matter of survival.
UNICEF estimates that a million children a year are
recruited into the commercial sex trade in the developing
and developed world. A UNICEF investigation into the
sexual exploitation of children—Profiting from abuse1—
shows how poverty and dislocated communities are the
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highest risk factors.
◆ The commercial sex trade targets mainly, but not
exclusively, girls. Boys are also at risk.
◆ Refugees are vulnerable to demands for sex by camp
officials, border guards and even the police who are
supposed to protect them.
◆ Girls in conflict areas may trade sex to protect their
families from armed groups.
◆ Where very poor and richer countries exist side-by-side
trafficking increases.
◆ Trafficking children across or within borders is
increasing rapidly.
The media should report on common forms of abuse
and remind the public about the relative risks of a child
being abused (or murdered) by a stranger, against the risk
of being abused (or murdered) by someone in or known to
the family. Journalists also have an opportunity to shatter
myths that make children especially vulnerable—notably
that HIV infection can be reversed or AIDS cured through
sex with a virgin, or that young prostitutes are less likely
to be infected with sexually transmitted diseases.
Journalists can open up a debate about the legal
framework around the sex industry. Would the
legalisation of prostitution in general make it easier to
protect women in the sex industry and to target
legislation on protecting children? Are there calls for a
‘clampdown’ on the sex industry that target the women,
girls and boys who are working as prostitutes?
The Second World Congress Against Commercial Sexual
Exploitation of Children, held in Yokohama, Japan, in
December 2001, said that, while the commercial
exploitation of children in all forms should be a criminal
offence, child victims should not be criminalised or
penalised. This would mean for example that child
prostitutes should be rehabilitated not prosecuted.
Despite many efforts by dedicated groups and
individuals to the contrary, the commercial sexual
exploitation of children is growing.
The media has a role to inform the public that attitudes
and values in society that view children as economic
commodities are not acceptable. So too, the media needs
to encourage debate on the absence of and/or inadequate
legislation and corruption and of the need for
sensitisation of law enforcement personnel.
In South East Asia, child sex users face severe local
punishment including: large fines, hard jail-time and
public humiliation. But legislation is useless if it is not
enacted and journalists have a duty to ensure the
legislation, authorities and the courts are working
together to enforce the law.
An investigation into the sexual exploitation of
children may:
◆ Investigate the deeper factors that led to a child’s
exploitation beyond the immediate reality;
◆ include extended interviews with young people;
◆ look at the likely consequences for children who have
been exploited;
◆ ask questions about the existing legislation
surrounding child prostitution and how the laws may
better protect children;
◆ report on the most common forms of abuse and
exploitation;
◆ tackle common myths about child sexual exploitation
within the framework of the Conventions of the
Rights of the Child;
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``You’re too smart to be tucked
away in this village. You should be
in town working in a good job that
pays a high salary. I can help you if
you like.’’
Som comes from a poor family of farmers. She
has seven brothers and sisters. When she was 13
years old, someone from her village asked her to
work in town. Her parents knew that this
person was a sex worker, but because they were
poor and in debt, her parents allowed her to go.
She lost her virginity to a client when she was
13 years old. At that time, her father came to
the brothel to retrieve the money from the
owner. Even though she later was able to leave
the brothel to work as a tailor, she soon found
this was not enough to support her family and
returned to sex work.
◆ report on sources of help and support;
◆ report on sex education and detail available data – or
lack of;
◆ include interviews with police officers and those with a
role in public policy.
If investigative journalism is to make a difference it has
to go beyond superficial stories that rely on sensational
styles of presentation and portray children as innocent,
helpless victims.
It also needs to target the organisations and bodies who
are charged with protecting children’s rights –
Governments, police and non-government organisations.

Trafficking
Trafficking in women and children has emerged as an
issue of global concern in recent years: facilitated by
porous borders and advanced communication
technologies, it has become increasingly transnational in
scope and highly lucrative.
Human trafficking, including the trafficking of children
for sexual exploitation, is organised crime’s fastest growing
industry, bringing in over US$9 billion per year worldwide.
Cambodia is a significant source, transit, and
destination country of child victims of trafficking. The
problem is one of the worst in the region. Investigations
by the human rights organisations ADHOC, and
LICADHO, attribute much of the problem of trafficking in
children for sexual purposes to the lack of law
enforcement and the culture of impunity.
NGO reports including a comprehensive report prepared
by the Canadian Future Group confirm that there is a high
number of Vietnamese girls trafficked into Cambodia for
prostitution purposes. In areas of Phnom Penh the number
of Vietnamese girls is estimated to be as high as 40%.
Unlike drugs or arms, women and children can be ‘sold’
several times - they are commodities in a transnational
business that generates billions of dollars and operates
with impunity.
Trafficking victims may be sold, tricked, forced or
otherwise coerced into situations from which they cannot
escape. Many are forced to work in the sex industry, as

prostitutes or in the pornography industry. Others enter
marriage contracts.
Violence is not always used. In some cases traffickers
take advantage of the vulnerability of those caught in a
situation in which they have no choice or perceive they
have no choice (e.g. persons living illegally in a country).
Others leave their countries willingly in the hopes of a
better life, but end up in situations where their health and
safety are in danger because of their vulnerability in a
foreign country.
There are different actors involved at each stage of the
trafficking process: First there are recruiters or, in some
cases, casual agents who prompt the child to move away
from their home. The casual agents might include family
members, people in the community or quite often adults
who have themselves been working in the sex trade
elsewhere and who now earn money by delivering adults
and children to their former employers. Many rural
villages have agents who keep an eye out for promising
children and attempt to gain the acquiescence of his or
her caretakers, sometimes by deception, sometimes
through an agreed payment.
Sometimes the recruitment mechanism is more
organised, ranging from small-time agents working under
the guise of a tour agent or employment office, to larger
crime syndicates.
An investigation into trafficking may:
◆ include extended interviews with children who have
been rescued from trafficking;
◆ report on sources of help and support;
◆ report on legislation and government actions into
trafficking problems;
◆ interview border control and police officers;
◆ include helplines for victims.

Corruption
Corruption among police and other law enforcement
officials is often cited as a major obstacle in combating
commercial sexual exploitation.
As is the case with most illegal activities, it is difficult to
determine the overall extent of corruption.
While it is true that traffickers can bribe some border
officials and some police will accept the brothel owners’
offer of free services in exchange for their silence, it is
important to bear in mind that not all police and law
enforcement officials are corrupt.
The media’s role is to look at issues of selection, salary
and working conditions of police and law enforcement
officials, as well as their supervision and disciplinary
procedures. Ideally law enforcement officials should police
themselves, and rigorously oppose all acts of corruption.
Failing this, another measure to combat corruption and
hold police and law enforcement officials accountable is
push for the establishment of national independent
commissions of inquiry to investigate allegations of abuse
and complicity.
A media report on child exploitation may also shed
light and inform on the problems of corruption. It may:
◆ track the success of law enforcement agencies in
making successful arrests of traffickers or pimps;
◆ challenge legislators to make law enforcement agencies
accountable on child exploitation;
◆ report on wages and salaries of those in government
departments;
◆ ask how police officers are being educated on child

rights;

Listening to and working with NGOs
The role of journalists is to record what happens around
us, not as historians but as instant communicators.
If civil society is putting pressure on politicians to act, it
is the journalist’s job to record the fact rather than take
sides. Journalist monitor politicians’ achievements and
report back to the public. So too, if political leaders from
different countries agree to implement policies designed
to eradicate a perceived common evil, it is the journalist’s
job to monitor how well they stick to their promises.
By the same token, organisations that set themselves up
as beacons for the oppressed, as service providers or as
pressure groups must expect to be subjected to scrutiny by
the media on behalf of civil society – especially when
they have sought public funding to achieve their aims.
There often exists a divide between journalists and NGOs.
Journalists are cynical because often NGOs fail to appreciate
the nature of modern journalism. This means NGOs have a
tendency to see relations with the media as primarily the
securing of positive coverage of their activities, as distinct
from providing accurate, reliable and inclusive information
to broaden and deepen public understanding.
Most media professionals are not experts in the field of
child rights or the implications of international
conventions. They need advice and expertise of people
working in NGOs provided they are convinced that they
have the children’s best interests at heart.
A valid symbiotic relationship can exist between the two
provided a relationship of trust can first be established.
To do this, NGOs need to formulate media strategies
and policies that acknowledge the needs and constraints
of journalists. Those that employ media professionals in
their public affairs departments could give testimony to
the effectiveness of such an approach.
This is not to say that NGOs should simply accede to
the demands of journalists. NGOs should be prepared to
complain about inaccurate, unnecessarily intrusive or
sensational coverage and the use of unjustifiable methods
in the gathering of material.
If NGOs are geared up to provide accurate, verifiable
and up-to-date information, and expert commentary they
should also be in a position to set reasonable terms for
their co-operation. That includes measures designed to
protect the interests, rights and dignity of children.
In particular media professionals and NGOs should
collaborate to improve understanding of international
conventions, national laws and Codes of Conduct and
the impact of media coverage, as well as exploring some
of the more problematic aspects of promoting the human
rights of children.
Journalists don’t like to be ‘sold’ a story but an awareness
of children’s rights will help them to assess the validity of
campaigns and to work more effectively with NGOs.
When the best interests of the children come first, it is
possible to build trusting (but not uncritical) alliances,
which do not compromise media independence.
An investigation involving work with an NGO may:
◆ show how NGOs and the media can work together to
combat sexual exploitation;
◆ challenge the validity of the work being done for
children and identify funding sources;
◆ outline why it is not possible to identify a child in terms
of child rights and the convention;
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Bringing it all together
Journalists need to become familiar with the legal, social
and economic circumstances in which abuse flourishes.
They need to consider what protective measures may be
necessary both for their informants and themselves.
It is the duty of journalists to work within society and

Storylines
◆ Are children and their parents allowed to leave
any country and to enter their own in order to
be reunited or to maintain the child/parent
relationship?
◆ What is your country doing to prevent and
remedy the kidnapping of children?
◆ Report on sex education and alert the public to
the sexual exploitation of children. Is accurate
data about the abuse of children readily
available?
◆ Investigate the laws covering sexual activity
involving children. Is there an age below
which they cannot give their consent to sexual
acts?
◆ Investigate the laws covering sexual activity
involving children. Is there an age below
which they cannot give their consent to sexual
acts?
◆ Investigate measures to prevent child
prostitution and protect children from
pornography and sexual exploitation. How can
children lodge complaints about abuse? How
are police, social workers, teachers and health
staff trained to deal with them?
◆ How is confidentiality, protection, support and
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report on the actions of government authorities and the
agencies working with children.
Finally, journalists who report on these issues ought to
be aware of the main international efforts to combat the
sexual exploitation of children.
◆ The Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights
of the Child on the sale of children, child prostitution
and child pornography came into force on 18 January
2002, as the culmination of a series of international
agreements and measures to try to tackle the trade in
children and all forms of organised and commercial
abuse.
◆ The first World Congress Against Commercial Sexual
Exploitation of Children was held in Stockholm in
1996. Government organisations and NGOs agreed to
work together on a global basis.
◆ An International Conference on Combating Child
Pornography on the Internet, in Vienna in 1999, called
for the worldwide criminalisation of the production,
distribution, exportation, transmission, importation,
intentional possession and advertising of child
pornography. It called for co-operation between
governments and the internet industry.
◆ In 1999, the International Labour Organisation adopted
Convention No. 182 on the Prohibition and Immediate
Action for the Elimination of the Worst Forms of Child
Labour, calling on States to take measures to eliminate,
inter alia, the trafficking of children for sexual purposes
or forced recruitment of children into armed conflict.
This came into force in November 2000.

counselling arranged for exploited children?
◆ How are children protected within the legal
system? Can citizens from your country be
prosecuted or extradited for exploitation of
children in other countries? What is your
country’s track record in charging offenders?
◆ Always make sure that investigations into the
sexual exploitation of children are conducted
with appropriate security and with professional
support, protection and advice.
◆ Not all stories need to highlight the negative
aspects of the issue. There are many positive
stories of recovery, reintegration and
reunification with families that can be told to
educate the public and illustrate that help is
available.
◆ Talk to NGOs, which run special programs to
support street children, and which may be able
to help journalists who are seeking to focus on
this issue.
◆ Investigate hidden abuse that exists in the
community or culture, either within families
or within institutions.
◆ Boys are often forgotten in reporting on
exploitation – see how they fit into
government policies etc.

9. REAL STORIES – Reporting in Asia
Behind India’s child prostitutes
By Joseph Gathia, child rights activist, India
You would expect child prostitution to be an area where
any potential conflict between ‘rights’ and ‘culture’ could
be easily resolved.
You would argue that children have an overwhelming
right to be protected from prostitution, and that there can
be no place for a debate in which issues of culture are
taken into account. Yet the issue of the sexual
exploitation of children is rarely as simple as it is
portrayed.
In India, children – particularly girls – from several
marginalised groups (Dalits and Adivasis) are drawn into
the flesh trade in the name of cultural practices. In
Andhra Pradesh and Karnataka – two southern Indian
states – the practice of offering a girl child to a certain
deity still exists, despite being banned by law. These girls
are later sexually exploited. Similarly, certain communities
in Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan induct the eldest
daughter of the family for prostitution. And these girls
feel that that they have an obligation to do so.
In Indian thinking, karma and dharma determines your
status in the present life. What you have is the result of
how you acted in your previous life; any suffering in the
present is the result of past misdeeds, and is part of the
cycle of rebirth. To avoid suffering in the next life, you
must ‘obey goodness’ in this one.
This cult of obeying goodness teaches a dependence on
parents, elders, teachers and traditions. There is an
obligation on the younger generation to recognise the
authority of their elders. Failure to recognise this
obligation of gratitude is a sin, with social and karmatic
consequences.
The Indian ethos is one of avoiding confrontation (do
not get involved when you have no business). It leads to
a tolerance of evil and non-involvement.
Children all over the world are dependent on their
parents and elders, but in India children are not
encouraged to be self-dependent but rather to depend on
others for satisfaction. They are taught to acknowledge
their dependence, respect their elders and develop a sense
of obligation.
In these circumstances, children see prostitution as one
of the ways of fulfilling their obligations to their parents
by bringing in money for the family.
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◆ include extended interviews with children and give
appropriate acknowledgement to the NGO if it has
facilitated such an interview;
◆ report on sources of help and support;
◆ include helplines for victims.
If journalists are to play their part in the process of
eradicating commercial sexual exploitation of children,
they need the factual information and real-life stories that
agencies provide. Those who work with children need to
be sure that they can trust their media contacts not to put
children at risk.
Media professionals are ideally placed to help non-media
bodies to understand how the industry operates. They can
advise them on how to compile and present background
information—facts, quotes and contacts —to enable
different media to engage their different audiences.
One way to develop these relationships is to involve
relevant NGOs in training courses.
NGOs can play an invaluable role in encouraging
children’s participation in the media. Through their
relationships with media professionals they can develop
projects that assist children to present their own stories
and perspectives.

9. REAL STORIES – Reporting in Asia

India has a long history of commercial sex, and even of
child prostitution, but Indians bitterly resent the spotlight
being turned on their society. The focus of their anger, as
a result, is not on the indigenous situation that has
flourished for centuries, but on the newer model of
prostitution where tourists come in, buy whatever they
want – including children – and go.
While the cultural environment makes it more likely
that children will be pushed into commercial sexual
exploitation, it does not mean that it is solely because of
culture that they do it. It is their poverty and low social
status that consigns them to the edge of society, from
where they have no structural power.
The United Nation’s Convention on the Rights of the
Child (UNCRC), in recognition of the inherent dignity
and the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the
human family, provides protection from exploitation to
all children. Those who use their structural, economic
and political power to exploit the poverty of these
children must not be seen as allowing such children to
fulfill cultural obligations. Rather they are abusing and
exploiting them.
Article 34 of the CRC allows no cultural specificity. The
Convention must be seen as a holistic document,
allowing for a series of integrated rights and covering all
aspect of a child’s life. As the International Tribunal for
Children’s Rights has argued, it is “important that the
sexual commercial exploitation of children does not
become an inevitable income generating mechanism
within family survival strategies, in the name of cultural
practices”.
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Cambodia’s children in danger

Self-censorship saves no-one

By Sary Bossokol, television journalist, Cambodia

By Sunanda Deshapriya, senior journalist and convenor, Free Media Movement, Sri Lanka
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“The old man is living in my village. He gave 100 riel
[Cambodian currency] to my brother and let him go to
buy cookies nearby while we were picking up mango
fruits,” the eight-year-old victim told me.
“When my young brother went to buy the cookies, the
old man grabbed me, took my dress off and raped me. I
screamed for help. My brother heard this and he came
back and picked up a bamboo stick and tried to defend
me, but he was hit by the old man, too,” she said, quietly
crying.
After the attack, her brother helped her home, but it
was late afternoon before their mother returned from
selling vegetables in a market. She saw the state of her
daughter and that her son’s shirt was stained by blood.
The children told her what had happened.
“I took her to the community health centre quickly.
After checking, a nurse told me that my daughter was
raped,” confirmed the mother.
The old man is now in police custody awaiting trial. A
province judge reported that although the man aged 68
he still needed to be on trial. In Cambodia there are no
laws to judge old men.
Madame Mour Sok Hour, the minister for women
affairs, insists that sexual violence has increased because
social morality in Cambodia is falling down and the
judicial system is ineffective.
She also adds that most of the culprits have not been
sentenced to the recommended 15 to 20 years.
According to Ms Sothy, culprits offer money to the
victims for compensation and the victim’s families need
money more than justice. Many families think that any
trial may take a long time and that if they lose the case
they will not get any money at all.
There have been some fair trials, but bribery and vested
interests have seen unfair trials, too. In most cases, police
try their best to arrest the culprits, but sometimes trial
judges have released the accused, citing insufficient
evidence.
In Cambodian society, it is very shameful for a woman
to be raped. Because of this, some victims keep the
attack secret and do not go to the local authorities,
leaving the culprits to continue their activities.
Victims who do report the crime carry the stigma of
being raped. They become isolated from society and face
such problems as pregnancy and sexually transmitted
diseases on their own. They also face loneliness and the real
prospect of remaining unmarried for the rest of their lives.

“We decided not to report the story because it would have
tarnished the reputation of the school.”
“We all know that child sexual abuse takes place in
temples but if we report them our religion may be degraded.”
“Some parents know that their male children are going
with white tourists to earn money and tolerate it.”
“How could I report that a father had raped his own 12year-old daughter? What will happen to the noble idea of
fatherhood?”
These are some of the remarks made by journalists in
Sri Lanka while discussing the sexual exploitation of
children by tourists.
Out of 50 journalists surveyed in the IFJ’s 2003
research, almost half of them agreed that there is a
cultural censorship in reporting sexual
exploitation/abuse in Sri Lanka.
Sex is not discussed openly. There has been a decadelong debate about whether sexual education should be
a part of the school curriculum or not, but as a society
we have not yet taken a decision.
According to Professor Herendra de Silva, chairperson
of the National Child Protection Authority, child sexual
abuse takes place very much within the family circles.
But it is still a taboo subject in the social discourse.
Homosexuality is prevalent in Sri Lankan Buddhist
temples, too, like in some other religious institutions.
In the Sinhala language, homosexuality is called “play
of the temple” among other colloquial words. In
Buddhist temples, children as young as ten are
ordinates. It’s an open secret that child sexual abuse
takes place in temples, but no effort has been made to
discuss the matter openly.
Incidents of child sexual abuse have been found in a
number of educational institutions. In one instance,
journalists from the city decided not to report the
abuse, fearing that it would bring a bad reputation to

Checklist
✔ Did you report on sources of help and
support?
✔ Have you investigated the actions of
authorities? Are they doing their job?
✔ Did you include the words and viewpoint of
young people?
✔ Have you challenged well-known myths
that make children especially vulnerable?
✔ Did you open up a debate about the legal
framework around the sex industry?
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Three children aged under 18 are raped in Cambodia
every day, and each year the victims are getting younger.
At the Women in Crisis Centre in Phnom Penh, at least
200 children who have suffered sexual violence they
have helped. The children are mostly from poor families
living in remote parts of Cambodia. Their attackers are
neighbours, grandfathers, fathers, and sometimes
strangers.
“The parents do not have time to take care of their
children,” explains Mrs Sothy, one of the staff at the
Centre.
One ten-year-old girl, now living at the Centre but
originally from Cambodia’s northwest, volunteered to tell
her story.
“My stepfather asked me to go into the jungle with
him to collect logs for cooking. First I did not want to go,
but my mother forced me. In the jungle, my stepfather
and I collected logs and stored them in an oxen cart.
When the cart was full, it was time to return home,” she
said.
On the way back home, they made a stop and took a
rest. Her stepfather called the girl to him, then made her
fall down and undressed her.
“I screamed and asked for help, but he warned me if I
screamed again he would cut my throat,” said the little
girl, with tears on her face.
Another pretty, talkative 11-year-old girl from the
northern part of Cambodia was raped by a stranger in
her village. She and her sister had been riding a bicycle
together as they returned from a nearby Buddhist temple.
“When I approached an intersection, a man appeared
on the road and he grabbed my bicycle. I was extremely
scared and I ran away, but my younger sister could not. I
decided to go back to help my sister, and the man
grabbed me and pulled my dress off and raped me,” she
explained.
“I screamed and felt very hurt. The man raped me
twice. My sister cried a lot and she asked me to go home
… The man told my sister to be quiet.
“It was a dark night, so I could not remember his face,”
said the girl.
The family of the girl reported the attack to the police,
but no arrest has yet been made.
In April, 2003, there were two cases of child sexual
assault reported in Kandal and Pursat provinces. One
involved a 14-month-old baby, the other an eight-yearold girl raped by a 68-year-old man.

the school. That was the second such incident at that
school.
Some parents living in the southern tourist belt of Sri
Lanka allow their male children to be with much older
foreign tourists, knowing that they may be exploited
sexually.
Even after two decades of tourism, the general
population in these areas hasn’t seen substantial
economic benefits deriving from tourism. Poverty is still
visible. But letting their sons go with tourists brings in
money to these poor families. On top of it they would
say, “Whatever a boy does you wash him and takes in,
there won’t be a problem”. That means a boy does not
have a virginity to lose.
Cultural censorship plays a major role in reporting
the sexual exploitation of children in Sri Lanka. A
holistic approach is needed to tackle these taboos and
self-imposed censorship.

✔ Did your story push for rehabilitation or
prosecution of children involved? Did you
meet your intentions for the story?
✔ Did you look at issues of selection, salary
and working conditions of police and law
enforcement officials? Did you investigate
their supervision and disciplinary
procedures?
✔ Did you use factual information and reallife stories from NGOs?
✔ Has your story promoted the child’s wellbeing and rights?
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Changing the child agenda in Pakistan

Treating children with care

By Masroor Gilani, journalist, Pakistan

Deborah Muir, formerly a subeditor with The Australian Financial Review, works in ECPAT International’s
Resource Centre in Bangkok.

Reporting on child rights in Pakistan was a dangerous task
for the journalists till mid 1990s. It was only in April 1996
when government for the first time acknowledged that
there were 3.3 million child labourers in Pakistan,
journalists could feel relatively safer to take their pens up
to write about this growing menace. The ILO-assisted
national survey on the state of child labour in Pakistan
was a turning point in adverse and hostile attitude of state
towards print media journalists.
In April 1995, the Benazir Bhutto government cracked
down on a senior journalist Zafaryab Ahmed and arrested
him on charges of sedition and waging economic warfare
entailing death penalty against Pakistan after he reported
the murder of a former carpet child worker Iqbal Masih
near eastern city of Lahore. Masih was a student at a school
run for freed child laborers by Bonded Labour Liberation
Front. The government also brought up sedition charges
against BLLF Chairman Ehsanullah Khan, but he was out of
country and since in exile in Sweden. The news of Masih’s
murder pointed out possibility of carpet manufacturers
involvement, that prompted a severe international backlash
and export orders worth millions of dollars were cancelled
by importers in Western countries. Adding to this injury
were the insults the Bhutto government was getting in the
international press. Its media managers and agencies
intimidated journalists at home in a bid to stop publication
of stories about child labour situation. The sedition charges
were also enough to deter journalists to trade into this area.
But last year High Court dropped these charges against both
Ahmed and Khan.
In the meanwhile, non-governmental organisation kept
the issue of child labor alive and its research and statistics
helped journalists to write stories. In April 1998, the
attitude of new government of Nawaz Sharif towards child
labour reporting changed and he allowed the Global
March Against Child Labour to cross from India into
Pakistan through its land border post at Wagha. Federal
Labour Minister on his behalf welcomed the child rights
marchers at the border and also attended a big rally by
children next day. But this benign attitude by government
did not change the situation of children at large. The
official stand on child labour is that since Pakistan is a
poor country, child labour was a natural consequence.
As my personal experience of reporting on child rights
for the last eight years is concerned, it has been both
challenging and frustrating. The challenges come from the
sorry plight of children across Pakistan and even in big
cities and capital Islamabad. The frustration any journalist
believing in child rights would feel is due to the lack of
some tangible progress in this area. This frustration yet
had a positive impact on me as it turned into anger and
sometimes a journalist has to be angry to keep going on
exposing new aspects.
Arshad Sharif, Staff Reporter, Dawn, Islamabad, Pakistan
says:
“Broadly, if I were to write a story today about any child
issues, I would pick out the multi-national companies and
their (products) effects on children; the state apparatus
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and its relationship to children; how popular culture
affects children; how the news media itself treats children;
and of course child labour. Tied with all these issues is the
fundamental question of innocence of childhood and
how all the forces are geared towards its exploitation.
“The inclusion of children’s perspective in our stories
would remind the world the innocence we have lost;
would re-affirm our belief in the universal goodness of the
human nature and probably lead to much less frustration
among journalists themselves who feel they failed to
effect some sort of change. By incorporating children’s
perspective, maybe they can live on the hope for a future
shaped by children who had a perspective and live up to
that perspective of innocence as a record and reminder of
their uncorrupted thoughts.”
Narji Zaidi, Correspondent, The News, Rawalpindi,
Pakistan says:
“You cannot file child rights stories everyday as the
news desk will refuse after carrying two stories in a row. It
is a several-window operation to write about child rights.
You have to go to several places, offices and even the
homes of children to give a complete picture in your
story. But this hard work is not well acknowledged by and
appreciated by news editors. Absolutely, children’s
perspective is important and I have always tried to
include it in my stories.”
The challenges for a journalists reporting on child rights
in a developing country like Pakistan can be identified as:
◆ Society’s general attitude towards children due to
poverty and lack of education
◆ Child rights are not on the agenda of government or
political parties
◆ Child rights stories are not editors’ favourite
◆ Access to information and resources, fresh data and
statistics
The reporting on child rights has remained devoid of
children’s perspective and only a few reporters care for
including quotes by children. If a journalist is writing
about some projects or government policy for the welfare
of children, it will give more credence and authenticity
and readability to their reports if they include children’s
view in them.
How to overcome these challenges?
Equip yourself with knowledge. Start from the
Convention of the Rights of the Child, the basic child
rights document your country has ratified. Read through
article-by-article and try to find out how much your
government has complied with it.
Meet children working at auto workshops, begging or
selling small things in markets, listen to their stories and
link them with official policy and claims.
Develop close relationships in Health, Education, Labour,
Social Welfare, Economic Ministries, Police and NGOs.
Ask for information and data from the media sections
of UN and other international agencies.
Try to link statistics with the real life stories of children
who are not going to school and it will make your stories
interesting and informative.

The rights of children are denied in different ways, every
day, around the world. Understanding children’s rights is
critical for journalists wanting to work against these abuses,
as they must respect a child’s right to privacy and allow
them the opportunity to voice their opinions when
pursuing a story.
These issues are at the heart of the International
Federation of Journalists’ (IFJ) global campaign to raise
awareness about the rights of children, especially in
sounding the alert on the sexual exploitation of children
for money. For the IFJ, child sex tourism is a key focus
because of its transnational character.
Following international meetings of journalists in Recife
in Brazil in 1998, and Seoul in South Korea in 2001, the
IFJ has published a manual, Telling Their Stories: Child
Rights, Exploitation and the Media, and organised
training workshops on child rights and the media in Sri
Lanka, India, Laos and Cambodia.
Most recently, 25 journalists from around Asia met in
Bangkok in late June to review the campaign. Over two
days they discussed the commercial sexual exploitation of
children across the region, sharing information to gain a
deeper understanding of the complexities of child sex
tourism and other forms of commercial sexual
exploitation, and trafficking in people.
For many of the journalists, these kinds of exploitation
were apparent all around them at home. But they said
they faced great difficulties in generating consistent
action on related stories within their newsrooms. It wasn’t
just that there was disinterest. The journalists from South
Asia, for example, pointed to social taboos as a significant
impediment in pushing public debate about the sexual
abuse of both girls and boys. And in some countries, the
immediate economic advantages of tourism weighed
against serious media agitation for a crackdown on the
sexual exploitation of children and adults. Also, while
governments may have ratified the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC),
community perceptions on the social status of children
vary among cultures. The journalists noted that many
people do not accept fully the idea that children –
especially girls – are entitled to participate in decisionmaking about their welfare or remain free from
exploitative labour.
Journalists at the workshop expressed frustration that
reporting on children’s issues was generally regarded as a
junior round, and that inadequate training of journalists
was weakening the professionalism in their newsrooms
and impinging on their organisations’ capacity to
encourage social change on children’s issues.
There is also an antipathy between journalists and some
non-government organisations (NGOs) working on
children’s issues: journalists object if they feel an NGO is
pressuring them, trying to dictate a storyline or promote
its own interests, while NGOs are very wary about

misinformed, distorted and superficial media coverage
that could cause real harm to children.
Journalists who want to raise professional standards
within their industry cannot ignore the consistency with
which NGOs raise questions about media accountability
and professionalism. This issue was highlighted at the
workshop by Renata Coccaro, of ECPAT International
(End Child Prostitution, Pornography and Trafficking), a
Bangkok-based international NGO fighting to end the
commercial sexual exploitation of children.
Many NGOs are sympathetic to the everyday pressures
on journalists, but the best interests of a child might not
be given automatic priority in editorial decision-making.
Coccaro requested that journalists considering reports or
story ideas always seek advice from acknowledged experts
on children’s issues.
While workshop participants shared her concerns about
ethical standards, some acknowledged that media operators
often fail to contemplate the real-world consequences of
their editorial choices, from the publication of photos of
children to the way in which journalists deal with children
in interviews or as subject matter.
Although some of the journalists remained concerned
about working too closely with NGOs, they nevertheless
agreed that public accountability and credibility require
media organisations to have clear policies on how to deal
with matters concerning children. Codes of ethics are an
important part of building and maintaining
professionalism within the industry, but media enterprises
as a whole would strengthen their own position for
pressuring governments to comply with the CRC by
committing to formal written policies on procedures for
dealing with issues related to children.
This commitment would cover all kinds of materials,
including the work of people outside the media. The
serious application of such policies to editorial and noneditorial decision-making would help to ensure
professional and ethical standards are adhered to right
down the line. Ideally, all the individuals who
participated in the production of a media product would
know what was required, and there would be support
within the policy framework for questioning the
presentation of material that contravened their
company’s stated line.
Journalists at the workshop felt that if they worked
together, they could play a very active role in bringing
about a change of culture in their newsrooms and
organisations. The workshop concluded with those present
determining to initiate more debate within their media
organisations as a way to push editorial standards and
professionalism, as well as a corporate commitment to
socially responsible journalism. The ultimate beneficiaries
of achieving this will be children.
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The form of abuse that brings together personal and
commercial exploitation in its sharpest form is child sex
tourism.
The higher profile given to this by the media has
contributed to attempts to prevent abuse and to catch
offenders.
Today sex tourism is a multibillion-dollar global
industry—an industry of organised crime with complex
systems involving influential individuals from gang
members to government officials.
The sexual exploitation of children in tourism,
however, is not restricted to paedophilia. Sex exploiters
are also those profiting from abuse and can also include
individuals who find themselves in situations where a
child is more readily or cheaply available for sexual
gratification than an adult. There are also adults who
choose children primarily on the basis of misconceptions
about sexual health or because they uncritically accept
sexual myths about children.
The commercial sexual exploitation of children is
possible largely because of economic disparities. But weak
laws and corrupt law enforcement also allow for the trade
to flourish. While other factors such as globalisation and
new communications technology promote an
unregulated industry and exchange which advises on
meeting grounds for predators stalking children.
Although this is an important issue for media to
investigate, it should be emphasised that this represents a
small part of the total sexual abuse of children, or even of
the commercial sexual exploitation of children.
The World Health Organisation estimates that in Asia
the sex industry accounts for up to 14 per cent of gross
domestic product in Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines,
Thailand and Japan.
Although the sex tourism industry is highly visible and
lucrative it remains much smaller than the domestic
markets. There is a high demand—and therefore a higher
price—for children aged 12 to 16 years.
The sex tourist trade has increased because relatively
rich tourists from overseas use their money to exploit
other societies. However, while tourists from the West fuel
this trade, there is a growing domestic market wherever
economies are liberalised, leading to increases in
prostitution in China and Vietnam.
Many countries can turn a blind eye to the issue of
child prostitution because of the notion that the trade in
sex is essential to the local economy and to the
encouragement of tourism.
The media has to destroy this myth of acceptance and
tolerance.
An alert and inquisitive media can be an agent of
change, bringing about governmental and societal
improvements.
Journalists have a valuable role in revealing and
explaining facts and causes of the increase in prostitution
and the tendency for ever younger children to be
exploited.
While the travel department of any media organisation
adds strongly to the advertising and commercial strength
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Commercial sexual exploitation

of media, very rarely does travel journalism draw
attention to the problems of child sex tourism and it is
organised quite separately from the editorial departments
dealing with social policy and rights of children. Too little
attention is paid to the predatory nature of commercial
sexual exploitation in many exotic destinations.
There is a need to initiate a professional dialogue
between media specialists in travel and tourism and social
affairs journalists on the need for a common approach to
professional values.
◆ Journalists should always be clear in their reporting
that the young people being exploited are children.
◆ The language that journalists use is important. The sex
industry shrouds its trade in the language of fantasy
and desire. Journalists can cut through the advertising
and call it for what it is—child abuse, sexual
exploitation of children and child trafficking.
◆ Reveal the trail. How did the children come to be put
on sale? How did the tourists know where to find them?
◆ Who profits? Not just the pimps and brothels, but the
‘respectable’ clubs who attract custom because they
allow children to be sold on their premises, the media
outlets who advertise and act as go-betweens.
◆ The health risks. In some countries almost half of sex
workers are infected with HIV. Children are more likely
to succumb to sexually transmitted diseases, because
their immune systems are not mature. Journalists can
counter the myth that says that younger children are
‘safer’.
◆ Journalists can describe the excellent work that is done
in some countries by organisations working with sex
workers to try to protect them from HIV and other life
threatening sexually transmitted infections.
◆ Where the story does involve the sex tourism trade,
media from different countries can form a partnership
to investigate from both ends of the market and agree
to publish at the same time. Such investigations might
include the role of the Internet and what can be done
to prevent this being a medium for fuelling the trade
in children.
The media is a key way to bring the issues into light.
One of the most important things that journalists can
do is to talk to the children who are being abused, and to
tell their story.

Interviews should only take place under conditions
where the children are safe, both from the risk of further
exploitation and from reprisals. Journalists can work with
an NGO that is trusted by the children and has a record
of support.
Journalists should never conduct such interviews alone,
and should take special measures to ensure that children
do not feel pressured or a ‘customer’
of the media. It is not enough for the journalist to be
well intentioned—the children must be seen to be safe.
An adult who has a protective role should be present.
However, it is especially important to be sure that nobody
present could be reporting back to anyone connected
with the sex trade.
Children in these circumstances may be fearful of
talking. Reprisals may not only be against the child, but
against their family ‘back home’. Journalists should be
wary of making promises to protect people that they
cannot keep. Offering anonymity is one form of
protection. Media professionals must then take special
measure to ensure that material is not seized or stolen and
that anything published will continue to protect the
identity of the child even under repeated scrutiny (for
example of a video tape).
If the outcome of such interviews is for the public to
see this trade for what it is and to identify child abuse
more clearly, then the media will have done its job well.
However, sensational reporting that glamourises the sex
industry or that implies that children freely enter into
these sexual encounters, adds to abuse and exploitation.
Sex tourism is an issue that demands investigation, and
requires time, commitment, resources and good contacts.
However, there is a danger that in focusing on one
dramatic aspect of child sexual abuse that the ‘routine’
sexual abuse of children will escape detection and
attention.
The media should also report on common forms of
abuse and remind the public about the relative risks of a
child being abused (or murdered) by a stranger, against
the risk of being abused (or murdered) by someone in or
known to the family.
Journalists also have an opportunity to shatter myths
that make children especially vulnerable—notably that

STORYLINES
◆ Is your legal system abiding by penalties for
criminals charged for child sex tourism,
prostitution and trafficking offences?
◆ What protective measures are in place to
guard a child’s identity when incriminated
in legal proceedings and media reports?
◆ What is your country’s track record for
prosecuting your nationals for offences
committed abroad?
◆ Is extradition of offenders taken seriously?
◆ Has your country passed laws to seize and
confiscate goods and assets, to seize profits

HIV infection can be reversed or AIDS cured through sex
with a virgin, or that young prostitutes are less likely to be
infected with sexually transmitted diseases.
Journalists can open up a debate about the legal
framework around the sex industry. Would the
legalisation of prostitution in general make it easier to
protect women in the sex industry and to target
legislation on protecting children? Are there calls for a
‘clampdown’ on the sex industry that target the women,
girls and boys who are working as prostitutes?
It is the role of the media to monitor how governments
and the tourism sector is developing tourism and how
children are involved and, more importantly, if they are
being exploited in that process.

Benchmarks for reporting
Just as journalists are committed to ‘truth-telling’ they are,
as citizens, called upon to respect notions of community.
But it is also vital that journalists do not become identified
in the public mind with security forces, for exactly the
same reasons that apply to the protection of sources.
However, as is often the case, there are dilemmas and
ethical judgments that journalists will need to make. For
example in countries suffering first-hand from the effects
of sex tourism and growing exploitation, it is perhaps
natural that journalists’ associations and media themselves
should feel justified in taking a more proactive role.
Many journalists’ organisations state that the media do
cooperate with authorities such as police, drug agencies,
and families, to prevent the commercial sexual
exploitation of children; and that some offenders have
been brought to trial as a result.
In Taiwan, in 1990, a child prostitute in the Huahsi
Street red light area left a note for passers-by appealing:
‘please save me’. The China Times Weekly took up her
case, and pressured the Wanhua District police into
searching for Lite Chen, as she signed herself. At that
time, says Cheryl Lai of the Association of Taiwan
Journalists, the authorities paid little attention to child
prostitution. But because of the media publicity, the
police finally tracked down 14-year-old ‘Little Chen’, and
she was returned to school. This is one case where the
police were forced to act by media intervention.

and to close premises in cases of child
exploitation?
◆ Has your country made any multilateral,
regional and bilateral arrangements to
combat and tackle those responsible for
acts involving the sale of children, child
prostitution, child pornography and child
sex tourism?
◆ What are the economic underpinning the
trade in children as sexual objects – including
poor wages and lack of organisation among
hotel staff who act as pimps.
◆ What are the local and international legal
sanctions to prosecute abusers?
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Golden rule for interviewing children:
“Treat a child as you would want a reporter to treat
your own child”
The guidelines that accompany this handbook are
designed to help you resolve ethical questions.
They provide a framework for media professionals to
work through difficult issues. This section aims to address
some of the practical issues journalists have to consider.
Journalists first and foremost should always remember
that each child is of course an individual human being.
When interviewing children, the first requirement is that
each child should be treated with respect and as an
individual.
So how do journalists responsibly portray children,
without doing any harm to them in the collection and
publication of information?
The journalistic obligation to tell the truth must be
balanced with the need to protect them. Should reporters
intervene in the lives of endangered children? Should
journalists interview children after they have been
involved in a traumatic event? Under what circumstances
is it appropriate to fully identify, or obscure the identity
of children?
When making judgments about how to proceed, the
best interests of the child should be an overriding
consideration. Journalists should aim to minimise harm
to the child, both in the circumstances of the interview
and with regard to the likely consequences of what is
published.
Safeguarding the welfare of children and young people
need not run counter to sound journalism practice.
One of the most important things that journalists can
do is to talk to the children who are being exploited, and
to tell their story.

Journalistic purpose
Before interviewing a child, ask yourself some basic
questions.
◆ What is your journalistic purpose in interviewing this
juvenile?
◆ In what light will this person be shown? Is he/she
aware of the context of the story?
◆ What motivations does the child have in cooperating
with the interview?
◆ How clearly have you identified yourself to the
juvenile? Do they know they are talking to a reporter?
◆ Are under-age children being interviewed with the
consent of adults? Is there a legal context in which
interviews of children may take place?
◆ Has the interview been conducted in a child-friendly
manner, including allowing sufficient time and a
comfortable environment?
◆ Have the potential consequences of the child’s
comments, both short-term and long-term, been
considered and explained to the interviewee?
◆ Have arrangements been made to ensure that children
are protected after publication, and that support
systems are in place should other children contact the
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publisher?
◆ Are children told what will be done with what they
say and are they permitted to see the finished product?
(Sources: Magic Briefing: Children and the Media and
the Poynter Institute)

Issues for consideration
Simple rules for working with young people are vital for
staff working under tight deadlines.
Consider:
◆ the child’s age and maturity
◆ the degree of violence involved if he/she has been
violated/exploited
◆ the child’s connection to any other victims
◆ the presence of parental permission
◆ whether the footage is taped or live
Also ask yourself some basic questions:
◆ What harm can I cause by asking questions or
taking pictures of the child even if the child’s
interview or photographs are never used in the
story?
◆ How would you react if you were the parent of
this child? What would your concerns be and
how would you want to be included in the
decision about whether the child is included in a
news story?
◆ How can you include a parent or guardian in the
decision to interview a juvenile? What effort have
journalist made to secure parental permission?
◆ How do you know that what this young person
says is true? How much of what this young person
says does he/she know first-hand? How able are
they to put what they know into context? Do
others, adults, know the same information? How
can you corroborate the juvenile’s information?
Research shows that children provide more accurate
information when they are given the time to narrate their
stories freely, rather than when they are being asked
direct questions. Indirect questions may provide a margin
of safety for the child.

Protecting the child in an interview
Interviews should only take place under conditions where

the children are safe, both from the risk of further
exploitation and from reprisals. Work with an NGO
which is trusted by the children and has a record of
support. Never conduct such interviews alone, and take
special measures to ensure that children do not feel
pressured or a ‘customer’ of the media.
Ensure that nobody present could be reporting back to
anyone connected with the sex trade. Children in these
circumstances may be fearful of talking. Reprisals may not
only be against the child, but against their family ‘back
home’.
Be wary of making promises to protect people. Offering
anonymity is one form of protection. Media professionals
must then take responsibility that this commitment is
followed through including protection of information
and tapes. If the outcome of such interviews is for the
public to see this trade for what it is and to identify child
abuse more clearly, then the media will have done its job
well. However, sensational reporting that glamourises the
sex industry or that implies that children freely enter into
these sexual encounters, adds to abuse and exploitation.
We have already established that abuse is based on an
imbalance of power,
and in an interview the media professional has far more
power than the
child.

Conducting the interview
How can an interview be carried out effectively while still
respecting the rights of a child?
◆ Interviews with children should, except in exceptional
circumstances, always take place with someone acting
in the best interests of the child on hand, to protect
the child and to call a halt if necessary.
◆ The interviewer should sit or stand at the same height
as the child and not ‘talk down’, either literally or
metaphorically.
◆ In the case of radio or television interviews it is
essential that the child is relaxed and not distracted or
overawed by the camera or technology. This may
mean that camera crews have to spend time around
children until they stop focusing on the cameras and
lights.
◆ Questions should be directed to the child, not to the
adult, and the adult should observe and not
intervene—otherwise you get the adult’s story, rather
than that of the child.
◆ An interviewer should adopt a calm, friendly and
neutral voice and not react with shock or amazement.
◆ Questions should be clear and straightforward, and
should not lead the child. At first ask open questions
(so the child is not pressured to respond in any
particular way) and then use closed questions to
narrow down on facts that you have to check.
◆ Questions can be repeated in a different form to
crosscheck that the child has understood and has
expressed him or herself clearly.
◆ It is better to ask factual questions about what
someone said and did, than to ask about how they felt.
A child will often reveal, when he or she is
comfortable with the interview, how he or she felt, but
may be pressured by direct questioning about feelings.
◆ Wherever possible corroboration should be sought
(good practice for all kinds of interviews).

◆ If interviewing through a translator, care should be
taken that the interpreter translates exactly what the
child says and does not mediate or summarise answers.
Journalists are usually advised to establish eye contact
when interviewing. This is not always good practice with
a child, particularly one who is nervous or upset.
One reason why abuse of children has been underestimated is that the word of an adult was accepted
against the word of a child. In fact, children are probably
less likely to lie than adults, and experienced court
systems now recognise that with the right support
children make excellent and generally honest witnesses.
They also make excellent, direct and open interviewees.
Although generally truthful, children who have been in
trouble (connected with crime or sexual exploitation) do
sometimes paint themselves as a passive observer of
events happening around them. It may be necessary to
gently ask particular questions about their own role.
“Where were you when this was happening? What were
doing at that moment?”
It is worth reminding a child that you are not a police
officer and are not judging them, but you also have a
duty not to trap a child to incriminate him or herself. If a
child appears to contradict him or herself, be patient, and
go back over the ground, asking the questions in a
different way. Don’t push if the child is reluctant to
answer. Move on. Limit the length of the interview and
be guided by the adult who is there on behalf of the
child.

Explore alternatives
◆ What alternatives can you use instead of interviewing
a child on camera?
◆ What rules or guidelines does your news organisation
have about interviewing children? Do those guidelines
change if the child is a suspect in a crime and not a
victim? What protocols should your newsroom
consider for live coverage that could involve children?
◆ How would you justify your decision to include the
child in your story to your newsroom, to viewers or
listeners, to the child’s family?

Gaining consent to photograph
Some people who work in the field of children’s rights
would argue that children should never be photographed
without their specific consent.
If strictly applied, this would mean that children
disappear from the media altogether. It is hard to see how
making children disappear from our TV screens or
newspapers advances their rights.
One of the photographs credited with changing
Western opinion over the Vietnam war is the famous
picture by Nick Ut of nine-year-old Kim Phuc, running up
the road outside the village of Trang Bang, naked and
crying. The photograph, taken in 1972, showed the
horror of war through the image of a child. Kim Phuc was
not asked for her permission, and nor did a social worker
give consent.
One of the main functions of a journalist is to be
curious about other people’s business, to observe and
record and to tell others what happened. When events are
moving quickly, journalists have to act quickly and
without asking for leave. Kim Phuc’s rights were
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undoubtedly infringed when this photograph was taken,
but they had been far more profoundly abused when
napalm was dropped on her village. Most people would
conclude that there was a strong public interest in this
picture being taken and shown. One could say that a
lesser intrusion was justified to show a greater abuse.
It is important to remember that a photograph taken
for a feature and properly used, may later be pulled out of
the picture library and used as a dressing picture on a
story about children in difficult circumstances. The
publication and the photographer probably have no idea
what has happened to that child in the meantime, and
what the (now older) child feels about this use of their
picture. Consent can have a timescale and lapse after an
interval of time.
There are some principles that can be applied to
interviewing children, and photographing or filming
children.
The first is that children have a right to privacy, and
that this right should only be overridden where it is in a
child’s own interests or in the public interest, and when
permission has been given.
A journalist who photographs a child should be sure
that the child understands that it will be published or
broadcast. Clearly the child should consent to this
process, and depending on the age of the child, so should
a responsible adult.
The photograph (and interview) should never normally
take place without another adult being present. The adult
would normally be a parent, but might be someone else
who was acting in the place of a parent, such as a teacher,
or someone working for a children’s agency.
For older children, it is all the more necessary it is to
explain the use of material fully and let them make a
decision.
With younger children, permission must always be
sought from a responsible adult, and even if the journalist
believes that a relevant adult has made a poor decision or
one designed to protect their own interests, the decision
should be respected, except where there is a clear and
strong public interest to do otherwise.
The issue of seeking permission is often more clear-cut
for reporters than for photographers. It is therefore
important for media professionals and media
organisations to discuss these issues in advance and
decide on guidelines and how issues will be resolved.
The worst decisions are usually made when deadlines are
tight, and a news editor or producer is under pressure to
produce results. One not very scientific but useful guide
for the photographer and camera operator is that if what
they are doing feels shabby, it is almost certainly wrong.

Choosing Images
Pictures are a powerful media tool as they are not
inhibited by language barriers. But how do we take and
use striking images while at the same time respecting
human dignity? How do we resolve this conflict of duty
when dealing with exploited and abused children?
Even if not directly involved in taking pictures, most
journalists work with images at some time or another - as
television producers or directors, researchers, reporters,
picture editors, news and feature editors, sub-editors or
production journalists.
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For journalists working to deadline and other extreme
pressures, there are no easy answers. It is mostly a
question of balance and it is the journalist’s responsibility
to ask the question: “What message am I sending using
these pictures with these words?”
While the most obvious approach to a story may be to
use an image of a child looking directly at camera, in the
area of child rights and exploitation this is not necessarily
the best approach for the child nor is a guarantee of the
most impact. The idea of looking outside the framework
is an approach that works well with children.
Silhouettes can create atmosphere and tell a story – of
sadness in the case of prostitution or trafficking or of the
joy of being reunited with family. More artistic
approaches also come with dramatic impact such as in
Terres de Hommes campaign on child prostitution, which
features the tragedy of a child’s shoes beside a hotel bed.
Shots from the rear depicting real people without
risking easy identification also can have dramatic effect.
Blurring is another technique or merely using one part of
the child’s body such as a hand. Nor should journalists
think that pixilation ruins a photograph’s news value.
Sometimes deliberate identification is justified and
equally powerful but these are dilemmas journalists and
editors will face.
The common use of a black strip across a child’s eyes
used by many media is in many ways a futile exercise
when it comes to both news value and protecting a child.
As above, if it feels wrong or uncomfortable, it probably
isn’t the right image to use.

Naming or not naming
One of the most difficult ethical issues is whether to
name children or show their faces in photographs or on
film.
While the IFJ Guidelines say that media professionals
should guard against visually or otherwise identifying
children unless it is demonstrably in the public interest,
the Convention on the Rights of the Child also states that
a child has a right to an identity.
Journalists should not lightly dispose of this right where
there is no harm. If a child is featured in a story that
reflects well on the child and where the child is not a
victim, and where coverage has the agreement of the
child and parents, and where it does not put the child at
risk, there is a positive argument for respecting the
identity of the child and using his or her name.
Worries over identification are often associated with
negative media coverage— which does not cover
children’s issues except when some kind of problem is
involved. The IFJ clause is drafted to put the onus on the
media to show that where they name a child they can
justify it in the public interest, rather than it being the
responsibility of the family or of media critics to show
that harm was done to the child.
Where a child is involved in a legal case or is a ward of
the local authority, it is illegal to name the child in
relation to proceedings or the issue that led to
proceedings. Such laws vary between countries, but
journalists in any event should never name a child who is
the victim of a sexual assault or a rape. All journalists
should be very familiar with the legislation protecting
disclosure in the country where they are working.
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When working on sexual abuse stories, the media must
work within the spirit of two key parts of The Optional
Protocol on the sale of children, child prostitution and
child pornography.
The first urges States to protect:
the privacy and identity of child victims …to avoid
the inappropriate dissemination of information that
could lead to the identification of child victims.
The second key principle tells States to:
promote awareness in the public at large, including
children, through information by all appropriate
means, education and training, about the preventive
measures and harmful effects of the offences, which
means that the media has to do its job effectively.
The reason why media like to show people’s faces and
give their names is that what journalists do is about real
life and real people, and that real people give news
coverage humanity.
But there is a danger that, if names are routinely
changed, then attachment to the individual and their
reality is weakened. Then the temptation arises to maybe
change one or two other facts to ‘improve’ the story, since
after all it is now about a fictitious person.

young person, journalists should be careful to check the
information in the story to ensure it does not
inadvertently identify the child in question.
Background information can often provide enough
detail for a child to be recognised by people they know,
such as friends, relatives or even pimps or traffickers.
Examples of identifying information which should be
withheld include:
◆ school attended
◆ place of work
◆ suburb in which they live – descriptions of locations
should be kept vague referring only to a child in the
Bangkok area for example
◆ identities of other people involved. This sometimes
means the perpetrator or person responsible for
exploiting the child cannot be identified in order to
protect the victim. Again, this is a contentious issue
and an ethical dilemma for the journalist.
◆ Distinctive clothing or hairstyles which could identify
the person even if their face has been masked or
distorted or if they have been film from behind.
The best way to avoid identification is to consult
thoroughly with the young person and their guardian or
caregiver.

Information that should never be identified
– The address of a young person should
never be revealed in a story.

Interviewing children from culturally
diverse backgrounds

One advantage of using real names and faces, is that a
journalist can be held accountable for what he or she
produces. By giving particular information about a
particular child, the media emphasises that the individual
child is valued in the story and is not being used as a
cypher.
The first duty of the media is to avoid inflicting further
harm on a child, and in many cases further harm will be
brought by publicity which identifies a child and brings
him or her to public attention. However, in considering
the public interest and the rights of the child to privacy,
media professionals should take into account the
attachment that a child has to its own name. If a child’s
name is automatically changed, regardless of the context,
that also dehumanises a child, who is entitled to look at
the final piece and wonder why that journalist who
seemed so nice has got his or her name wrong. Often, it is
sufficient just to use one name, and in an era of rising
concern about paedophiles it would clearly be
irresponsible of the media to identify the address of a
child under any circumstances.
Clearly this approach needs to be balanced against the
occasions where there will be harm to the child. The
journalist should not need to be reminded of this. A media
professional should point out to a young person, even an
older teenager, that the pleasure of seeing themselves on
television or their picture in the paper, needs to be
balanced against what they may think a year later, if the
publicity has damaged their prospects in some way.

Information likely to lead to identification
of a child
Where legislation restricts identification or a decision has
been made not to reveal the identity of the child or

If you are from a different cultural background to that
of the child being interviewed, ensure the way you
interpret the interview is not influenced by your
assumptions about behaviour and protocol.
Under these circumstances, take the time to understand
cultural mores so you do not jump to incorrect
conclusions about responses received.
If an interpreter is used, care should be taken to ensure
they do not interfere with the interview. Interpreters may
unintentionally place their own biases on the way they
interpret the information, or may omit or summarise
some replies.
You may wish to repeat questions from a different angle
to ensure you fully understand the child’s responses.
You should speak and maintain eye contact directly
with the person you are interviewing, rather than the
interpreter, and if the interpreter needs to clarify a
message with the child, make sure the interpreter
describes the discussion fully to you.

Identifying issues rather than children
The overall duty of a journalist or other media
professional doing this kind of work is to act in the best
interests of the child and of children and to try to deal
with ethical issues with clarity and honesty. This will not
guarantee that they make no mistakes, but would
dramatically improve the quality of media coverage of
children’s issues.
The Convention on the Rights of the Child is based on
the spirit of peace, dignity, tolerance, freedom, equality
and solidarity. Journalists should extend those qualities to
children. As the preamble to the IFJ guidelines states:
“Informed, sensitive and professional journalism is a key
element in any media strategy for improving the quality
of reporting concerning human rights and society. The
daily challenge to journalists and media organisations is
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particularly felt in coverage of children and their rights.”
The primary responsibility to ensure that young people
are not harmed or exploited by media coverage lies with
media organisations. They should put into place clear
protocols for deciding when it is appropriate to film or
interview young people, whether and how permission
needs to be sought and how well this will be explained to
the young people themselves. In addition, media
organisations should have clear methods for discussing
and resolving difficult cases. These procedures must go
beyond naming a responsible person to take decisions.
They must outline a method of holding a professional
discussion, even (especially) when deadlines are tight.
There is not only a collective responsibility on an
organisation. Each individual journalist and media
professional also has an individual responsibility to act
ethically, even if he or she is under pressure to bring back
results. ‘Following orders’ cannot be used as excuse for
inflicting harm on children. Journalists and media
professionals have their own obligation to follow their
own codes of conduct and to work according to their

What morals in a media scrum?
The story of a 13-year-old schoolgirl who gave birth to a
baby was widely reported in Sri Lanka. Almost all the
news media picked up the story from either hospital or
police sources and gave it wide publicity.
This girl’s father was working in Middle East and her
mother had left the child in the care of her
grandmother. A hospital worker befriended the girl
when she was attending to a relative in the hospital; she
became pregnant by him. She was handed over to a
shelter for young women to be looked after by the
police. A Dutch woman who had lived in Sri Lanka for a
long time was in charge of the shelter.
For the birth, the girl was admitted to a private
nursing home in Kandy. Some of the hospital staff
tipped off the local journalists. This is how some of the
English-language dailies ran the story.
Central Province Health, Indigenous Medicine,
Probation and Child Care Minister Saliya Bandara
Dissanayake has ordered the Probation and Child Care
Commissioner of Central Province to conduct a full scale
inquiry on the alleged incident where a 13-year-old girl
of a Children’s Home in Peradeniya delivered a child in
a private hospital in Kandy. The Minister has ordered the
officials to close down this children’s home.
He said a racket selling children to foreign countries is
being conducted in several children’s homes in the
Central Province.
Police denied reports that this home has been run by a
foreigner fraudulently. Police investigations revealed that
the Children’s Home has been registered at the Ministry
of Social Services, Battaramulla under registration
number of FL 52711.
– Ceylon Daily News
The Central Provincial Council’s Health Indigenous
and Child Care and Probation Minister Saliya Bandara
Dissanayake on Thursday (07) afternoon directed the
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consciences, even if that means falling out with managers.

Refuse to accept no-go areas for
standards
This handbook has been written mainly with media
professionals connected to news and current affairs in
mind. But it applies with equal force to those working in
sport, fashion or entertainment. There should not be ‘no
go’ areas for standards. Many media outlets seem to adopt
a split personality—news and features departments which
work to standards, and entertainment sections that push
the boundaries in every direction.
Media professionals are not expected to arbitrate on
cases where courts are the appropriate bodies to do so.
However, if the publication for which a journalist works
carried advertisements that attract paedophiles, or the
TV station which hosts a probing documentary team
also exposes children to harmful material at a time
when they are watching, then all media professionals
have a duty to play a wider role in persuading the media
to clean up its act.

Provincial Child Care and Probation Commissioner’s
Department officials to hold a full-scale inquiry into the
case of a thirteen-year-old girl from a children’s home
giving birth to a child by caesarean operation at a
private hospital near Katugastota.
The unmarried minor was operated on the previous
night and the baby is kept separate from the mother in
the private hospital, sources said.
On a tip-off Provincial Minister Saliya Bandara
Dissanayake assigned the Provincial Commissioner of
Probation R. M. M. Wijetunge and the ministry audit
officer to investigate the matter of the teenage girl giving
birth to a child.
The girl has been admitted to the private hospital on
the directions of a foreign woman running a private
children’s home near Peradeniya, sources said.
The private hospital has charged a sum of Rs. 36,000
as cost of the caesarean operation. The bill was to be
settled by the foreigner.
The infant treated in the baby care ward is about 2.5
kilograms in weight, hospital sources said.
In the meantime a surgeon believed to have performed
the operation on the young girl obstructed and threatened
the police personnel and the media personnel who
entered the private hospital premises to collect
information regarding the rare case of childbirth, last
afternoon.
Meanwhile, DIG Central Nimal Mediwaka has
ordered a police investigation.
– The Island
Sirasa radio station broadcast a live program where the
announcer repeatedly accused the women’s shelter as a
place reported to be selling children.
Some newspapers, too, ran news stories with headlines
allegedly accusing the shelter of selling children. But
none of the media organisations gave any information

CHECKLIST
✔ Media professionals have an obligation to
respect children’s human rights, in how
they operate and how they represent
children. Would your work stand up to
scrutiny in this regard?
✔ Did you approach your story with a fixed
view about how you want the children to
respond? Have you done justice to what
the children actually said — will they
recognise themselves in what you have
published, or have their ideas been
reinterpreted from an adult perspective?
✔ Have you assessed the risk to the child of
using her or his name or image, and

to substantiate the allegation.
A provincial minister gave the name of the Dutch
woman who was running the shelter and gave the
telephone number of the shelter over the Sirasa radio.
The organisations running the shelters for abused and
battered female children and women had to face
unnecessary difficulties because of this media exposure.
The whole program was focused on finding a fault
with the shelter. It did not discuss the child abuse and
how to look after the abused children.
When the identity of the schoolgirl became known
she could not continue her education. News
organisations forgot the story; the child’s fate is not a
concern of any of them any more.
Here are some quotes taken from the rejoinder sent by
The Psychiatry Department of the Faculty of Medicine,
Peradeniya University.
“We are issuing this statement in response to the false
and inaccurate media exposure of the delivery of a baby
by a 13-year-old child at a private hospital in Kandy.
The television, radio channels which broadcast this news
on (7th November) and the newspaper accounts
published on the 8th November claim this was done in a
secretive manner under mysterious circumstances.
This child was first referred to the Forensic
Department of the Faculty of Medicine, Peradeniya by
the Peradeniya police … The child was seen with her
mother and a counsellor assigned to work with them.
The Commissioner of Probation and Child Welfare was
informed on the same day. A week later the child and
the mother complained that they were being threatened
and requested shelter for the child…
A criminal investigation was also commenced by the
police and the National Child Protection Authority
against the alleged assailant of the child.
A decision was made by the Consultant Psychiatrist
who was treating the child for her depression to deliver

discussed it with the child, the child’s
parents or guardian, and with editorial
colleagues?
✔ Have you applied the same checking
procedures as you would with adult
informants, before publishing allegations
or assertions made to you by children?
✔ Has your publication or programme made
arrangements to provide reliable (and,
where appropriate, confidential) support
or advice to children who respond to
items concerning personal health,
physical or sexual abuse, commercial
exploitation or other forms of criminal
activity?

the baby at a private hospital as previous admission to
the General Hospital, Peradeniya proved to be very
stressful and traumatic to the child. The attempt by all
caregivers involved in the treatment of this child was to
maintain privacy and confidentiality and not secrecy as
evidenced by the reporting of the alleged crime to the
Police, National Child Protection Authority and to the
Commissioner of Probation and Child Care. All
attempts were made to act in the best interests of the
child and to minimise the stress and trauma of a child
of 13 years experiencing childbirth through a pregnancy
caused by sexual trauma.
The painstaking efforts of her caregivers were negated
by the ham-fisted inquiry conducted by the
Commissioner of Probation and Child Welfare allegedly
under the direction of the Minister of Health of the
Central Province, Salinda Dissanayake and through the
resulting media exposure. We find the behaviour of the
public official, the Minister of Health irresponsible and
extremely traumatic to the child, her mother and her
caregivers who have worked hard over the past few
months to help this unfortunate child.
The attempt by the Consultant Obstetrician to protect
the privacy, confidentiality and the rights of this child
has been misinterpreted as threatening behaviour. The
insinuation has greatly affected the professional standing
of this consultant.
The damage and hurt they have caused to the child
and her caregivers will be difficult to repair. We will
appeal and urge all authorities concerned to take stern
and appropriate action to prevent such irresponsible and
unprofessional behaviour by the media, public officials
and the Minister of Health of the Central Province.
Even at this late stage we appeal to all concerned to
stop the harassment of this child.
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12. Interviewing children who have suffered trauma

Phil Kafcaloudes, journalist and media trauma expert,
ABC, Australia
Abuse, rape, assault. Ask any journalist what they
consider to be the hardest people to interview, and the
chances are that they will nominate victims of these three
categories.
It’s the nature of the psychological injuries on these
people that makes them difficult to interview. They
become difficult to predict. People go through a series of
stages. Many reporters may have suffered traumas
themselves, so they might have some understanding of
what can and can’t be said to such victims.
But what happens when the victim is a child?
Many reporters will run a mile when given the prospect
of interviewing a child. At the best of times (at a parade
or celebration) children are often shy or monosyllabic.
Add trauma to the scenario, and getting information from
the child can be impossible. Youngsters may not have
learned the social skills to ‘perform’; or to have that
instinctive block in their mind to stop them from
blaming people.
There is the far more serious issue of damage to the
child. The presence of a camera when the child is going
through what is probably the most traumatic moments of
his or her life can reinforce and exacerbate the gravity of
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the situation. Then, when the story is aired or published
and the child can see or hear themselves, the trauma can
again be reinforced, and the damage set for many years to
come.
We should always question whether the interview with
the child is worth doing in the first place. Children
interviewed after the Columbine High School shooting
provided little more than tears and emotion. These
emotions might be obvious if the children are openly
distressed. It might be better to just report these clear
emotions, than to bother a child at this sensitive moment
by asking them how they feel.
A traumatised child should never be approached
openly. It is always safer to go through a responsible
parent or police officer. They know the true situation for
the child. Children have a great capability to mask their
emotions, or to give wrong impressions. They might
appear to be laughing when they are frightened.
Talk to the child in a situation that is comfortable for
them. I remember an interviewer telling me she was
having great troubles talking to children. She showed me
her tape, which was shot in the child’s bedroom. The
interviewer was outside the bedroom and was shouting
the questions from the hall. The child was obviously
frightened by all the television technology crammed into
her tiny bedroom, and her answers were extremely short.

She didn’t know where to look. Sadly she had the
‘whites of the eyes’ syndrome. I suggested the
interviewer sit on the bed with the child. The next time
I saw the interviewer, she said that being near the child
made all the difference.
Don’t milk the child. Trying too hard to draw out
feelings of regret or blame might do the reverse, and set
in these very feelings. Also children may not know yet
what their feelings are about a particular situation. It
might be all too much for them to understand. They are
susceptible.
Children will probably not be able to judge how other
people are handling a situation. So there is limited value
in asking a child about this. The answer is likely to be an
obvious one; “they’re very upset” “they’re crying a lot”.
A clearer-thinking adult who can decipher the signs of
trauma reaction would probably provide more insight in
this situation. So use an adult.
At the same time, the child (if interviewed) should be
allowed to have his or her own voice. The presence of
adults in an interview could limit what the child says.
The child might be shy, or worried what the adult
thinks of what he or she says. This is a difficult line to
tread. Do you allow adults to listen in? Or do you take
the child to a quiet, safe place for the talk? In most cases
of trauma, an adult will probably insist on being
present. So perhaps you can ask for the adult to be out
of the line of the child’s sight. Also you could ask the
adult not to suggest answers for the child. Make it clear
that you don’t mind if the child is slow in answering. If
it sounds like the child is speaking the same language as
the adult (‘parroting’), then you might need to dig,
carefully, a little deeper.
Leave plenty of time for the interview. Do not give the
child the impression that you are in a hurry. Looking at
your watch, or speaking quickly will add extra pressure
on the children, just the sort of pressure that will make
the interview unworkable.
Press conferences pose special difficulties. Although it
might seem the child is speaking from a position of
safety (flanked by parents and officials), the child is
likely to be feeling anything but safe. The presence of
three of four cameras, many reporters and microphones
is daunting for anyone, let alone a child. Perhaps it
might be suggested that the child be interviewed singly
in a ‘pool’ situation and the tape distributed to all the
media outlets later.

A Final Point: Respect
One thing I always tell cadets is that you must respect
your interviewees.. be they people charged with murder;
someone who has threatened you; or a person who has
refused to give you an interview.
We live in a world where people are down on
children. We are not that far from a time when people
thought it was good parenting technique to slap a child
as a way of teaching them good behavioural responses.
This, to my eye, is an indication that many people have
considered children as a suspect group. Respect is the
last thing they are given.

Yet children react well to respect (honest respect, not
just verbal tokenism).
In my 2002 Churchill Fellowship study of journalists
and trauma around the world, I found that many
journalists who still believed that it was appropriate to
push grieving people for interviews. Too many still go to
front doors of mourning houses with cameras rollings
and notebooks in hand.
Fortunately journalists are learning that this is not
only rude and hurtful, but also often unsuccessful.
In children this is especially the case.

Checklist
✔ Have you asked yourself whether the
interview with the child is worth doing
in the first place?
✔ Have you got appropriate permission
from a parent, guardian or enforcement
official?
✔ Have you arranged the interview in an
environment comfortable to the child?
✔ Have you genuinely planned your
questioning with the child’s feelings in
mind and have you planned for
alternative approaches if the child is
having trouble answering one of your
questions?
✔ Have you allowed adequate time for the
interview?
✔ Are you prepared to accept the child’s
feelings and wishes even if you don’t get
the types of answers you had hoped for?
✔ Have you thought of alternative sources
of information for aspects that might be
difficult for the child to answer?
When conducting interviews with children
did you:
✔ ensure that the children were
comfortable and not under duress?
✔ allow enough time to explain your
intentions?
✔ obtain their consent for the use of their
names and the taking and publication of
their image?
✔ make sure they knew how to contact
you, and to obtain a copy of the finished
item?
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Guidelines for Journalists
Media professionals need to develop strategies that
strengthen the role of media in providing information on
all aspects of children’s rights. The following
recommendations are designed to raise awareness about
the importance of the rights of children.
The key recommendations for journalists working in the
area of child rights include:
◆ Training
◆ Awareness raising
◆ Education
◆ Self-regulation of the media
◆ Media as watchdog – monitoring actions
◆ Building networks – cooperation
◆ Expanding sources of information
◆ Improving reporting
◆ Resources for journalists
1 Training for journalists and media education
a) Ethical questions should have a higher profile in
journalists’ training, particularly with regard to
standards of conduct in reporting issues affecting
children.
b) Materials outlining the Convention on the Rights of
the Child and its implications for media as well as
examples of good practice within media can form the
basis of training courses and manuals for journalists
and other media professionals.
2 Creating conditions for professional journalism
a) Governments and authorities should work with media
and other civil society groups to create a legal and
cultural framework for professional journalism,
including freedom of information legislation and
respect for independent journalism.;
b) Media professionals should recognise that freedom of
expression must go hand in hand with other
fundamental human rights, including freedom from
exploitation and intimidation. They should give
careful consideration to the facts when weighing up
the relative merits of the different claims, and not
allow themselves to be swayed by commercial or
political considerations;
c) Dialogue between media organisations, journalists and
programme makers and relevant groups within civil
society should be supported to highlight problems and
concerns and give better understanding of the needs
of journalists and media when reporting children’s
issues.
d) National NGOs should consider compiling a directory
of reliable experts on the rights of children and related
topics, to be distributed to media. Such information
could also be accessible on computer data banks.
3 Codes of Conduct and self regulation
a) Codes of conduct and reporting guidelines can be
useful in demonstrating that something needs to be
done. Such codes are weapons in the hands of
journalists and campaigners who can use them to take
up issues with editors, publishers and broadcasters.
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b) Specific guidelines on child rights reporting, such as
those adopted by the IFJ, should be drawn up by
professional associations to accompany their general
ethical codes.
c) Journalists and programme makers have a duty to
increase public awareness of the violation of children’s
rights. However, reporting needs to be carried out with
enormous care. In particular, media should adhere to
the highest standards of professional conduct when
reporting on the rights of children.
d) They should avoid, or challenge, the myths and
stereotypes that surround children, particularly those
from developing countries. For instance, the myth
that parents in developing countries do not value
their children; that girls are inferior to boys; that
children are drawn into crime through their own
fault; or that child labour and sex tourism alleviate
poverty for the victim, or the host nation.
e) Journalists should never publish details that put
vulnerable children at risk. Journalists should take
particular care not to reveal information that damages
the dignity of children, and avoid identifying them,
while at the same time should tell their stories in a
compelling and newsworthy way.
4 The need for newsroom debate
a) A constructive and supportive debate should be
encouraged between media professionals, about
reporting of children’s rights and media images of
children. Such dialogue should take place between
media managements, editorial departments and
marketing sections.
b) Media editors and managers should implement — and
make explicit— a policy which makes clear their
opposition to biased and sensationalist coverage of
children, and their support for high ethical standards
among journalists and programme makers. This could
be done through the elaboration, in consultation with
media professionals, of guidelines, which should be
seriously implemented and monitored.
c) Media organisations should consider appointing
specialist ‘children’s correspondents’, with
responsibility for covering all aspects of children’s
lives. Specific training to help journalists to express
children’s points of view. This might include: child
growth and development, child abuse, risk factors,
children’s sexual terminology, the law, interviewing
techniques, communication with children, etc.
d) New means of giving children access to the media, as
‘sources’ or commentators, should be investigated.
Children should know that information or opinions
offered in confidence would be protected as such.

Glossary

Glossary
ADHOC - ADHOC Cambodia Human Right &
Development
ECPAT - End Child Prostitution, Pornography and
Trafficing
ESCAP - Economic and Social Commission for Asia and
the Pacific
ILO - International Labour Organisation
LICADHO - Cambodian League for Promotion of Human
Rights

Sources
Prime time for children: media, ethics and reporting of
commercial sexual exploitation of children August 27-31,
1996. Working document for the World Congress against
Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children by Aidan White
and Kate Holman, International Federation of Journalists, for
UNICEF
The Sex Exploiter, working paper by Julia O’Connell
Davidson, Professor of Sociology, University of Nottingham,
UK for the NGO Group for the Convention on the Rights of
the Child, Yokohama, Japan, December 2001.
The Role and Involvement of the Private Sector, working
paper by Mark Erik Hecht, Human Rights Internet, for ECPAT
International, Yokohama, Japan, December 2001.
Prevention, Protection and Recovery of Children from
Commercial Sexual Exploitation, working paper by Jane
Warburton for the NGO Group for the Convention on the
Rights of the Child, Yokohama, Japan, December 2001.
Our Children Are Not For Sale: Asia-Pacific Commitment,
Highlights from the East Asia and Pacific Regional
Consultation Against Commercial and Sexual Exploitation of
Children, 16-18 October, 2001, Bangkok, Thailand.
Profiting from Abuse: An Investigation into the Sexual
Exploitation of Our Children, UNICEF.
Communication from the Commission to the European
Parliament, the Council, the Economic
and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on
the implementation of measures to combat child sex tourism
The international legal framework and current national
legislative and enforcement responses. Working document for
the World Congress against Commercial Sexual Exploitation
of Children by Muireann O’Briain for ECPAT.
Child Exploitation and the Media Forum Report,
International Federation of Journalists.
Tourism and children in prostitution: Working document for
the World Congress against Commercial Sexual Exploitation

BLLF - Bonded Labor Liberation Front
NGO - non government organisation
SECT - sexual exploitation of children in tourism
UNCRC - United Nations Convention on the Rights of
the Child
UNESCO - United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization
UNICEF - United Nations Children's Fund (formerly
United Nations Children's Emergency Fund
WHO - World Health Organisation
WMC - Women's Media Centre

of Children by Martin Staebler for ECPAT
Every Last Child: Fulfilling the rights of women and
children in East Asia and the Pacific, UNICEF.
Child Sexual Exploitation and the Law, by Professor
Geraldine Van Bueren for UNICEF for the 2nd World
Congress Against Commercial Sexual Exploitationa of
Children, Yokohama, Japan, 2001.
In the Light of Child Rights Volume V Issue 2 April 1999,
Equations
Tourism and Child Abuse: The Challenges to Media and
Industry, meeting organised by Press Wise and the IFJ in
Brussels on September 29th - October 1st 2000 This meeting is
a joint activity of two projects currently supported by the
European Commission. These are Children, Media, Violence in
an Expanding Europe and Reporting Dilemmas: Journalists and
Child Sex Tourism, both of which are supported by The
International Federation of Journalists and The PressWise
Trust.
Child Rights and the Media - Putting Children in the Right
Guidelines for Journalists and Media Professionals. Published
by the IFJ Jan 2002.
Profiting from Abuse: An investigation into the sexual
exploitation of our children. Published by UNICEF, 3 UN
Plaza, New York, NY 10017 USA, 2001 in English, French
and Spanish. ISBN 92-806-3733-9. $7.95. Order online, or
download a pdf version at www.unicef.org (click on resources).
WHO unpublished report Sex Work in Asia, quoted in The
Lancet 25 August 2001.
Opening statement by Mary Robinson, UN High
Commissioner for Human Rights, at the 29th session of the
Committee on the Rights of the Child, January 14 2002.
IOM: Combatting trafficking in South-East Asia (Geneva,
2000)
Unbearable to the Human Heart - Child trafficking and
action to eliminate it, International Labour Organisation,
2002

5 Children, media and the community
a) Children, from primary school upwards, should
undergo media literacy training, to help them
understand and decode the messages they receive
from both programmes and advertising, so as to
become critical and wellinformed media consumers.
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World Tourism Organization
The WTO is the leading intergovernmental organisation
in tourism.
WTO is entrusted by 138 countries and territories with
the task of promoting and developing tourism. It is
running an Awareness-raising campaign to:
1. Prepare a study on the incidence of child sex tourism
to measure the effectiveness of the international
campaign against sexual exploitation of children in
tourism.
2. Develop and implement guidelines and procedures for
national tourism administrations and tourist
destinations.
3. Develop training material for tourism curricula.
4. Support regional activities against sexual exploitation
of children in tourism in Africa and the Americas.
5. Development links to the WTO Internet service Child
Prostitution and Tourism Watch with other relevant
online sites.
World Tourism Organization - Capitán Haya, 42
E-28020 Madrid, Tel: +34 91 567 8165,
Fax: +34 91 567 8219
E-mail: campaign@world-tourism.org

ECPAT/respect
ECPAT International is a network of organisations and
individuals seeking to encourage the world community
to ensure that children everywhere enjoy their
fundamental rights free and secure from all forms of
commercial sexual exploitation.
Code of Conduct for the Protection of Children
from Sexual Exploitation in Travel and Tourism
The Code of Conduct (CC) of the Tourism Industry to
protect children from sexual exploitation commits tour
operators to raise awareness among the public, their
employees, their suppliers (in the home country as well
as at the destinations) and the travellers. Each tour
operator who has adopted this code must undertake the
following:
◆ To establish an ethical policy regarding commercial
sexual exploitation of children.
◆ To train the personnel in the country of origin and
travel destinations.
◆ To introduce a clause in contracts with suppliers,
stating a common repudiation of commercial sexual
exploitation of children.
◆ To provide information to travellers by means of
catalogues, brochures, in-flight films, ticket-slips,
home pages, etc.
◆ To provide information to local “key persons” at the
destinations.
◆ To report annually.
The Code of Conduct was elaborated by ECPAT Sweden
in April 1998 in collaboration with a group of
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Scandinavian tour operators (Star Tour).
Valuable comments and suggestions on the contents of
the Code were received from the WTO, UFTAA, and
other experts in the field. Respect
Austria — Centre for Tourism & Development — and
ECPAT Germany, supported by the European
Commission have been project partners since November
1999. In year 2000 the Code of Conduct promoted by
ECPAT Italy was adopted by the Italian Tourism Industry.
In 2001 also, ECPAT Netherlands and ECPAT United
Kingdom decided to work on the implementation of the
Code. Further European countries are interested.
The Steering Committee on the Code of Conduct for
the Protection of Children from Sexual Exploitation in
Travel and Tourism was initiated at the international
Expert Meeting held in Bad Oeynhausen, Germany, on
September 28-29, 2000, where a group of individuals
were elected in order to represent all groups of tourism
stakeholders. This includes international umbrella
organisations including the World Tourism Organisation,
Interpol, ECPAT International, IFWTO and IH&RA as well
as national tourism authorities, tourism industry sector
representatives and youth tourism oranisations.
The Steering Committee is a multi-stakeholder body
having an international role, with a global perspective.
The composition of the Steering Committee reflects its
global perspective (WTO, IH&RA, Interpol etc) as well as
its broad scope. The role of the Steering Committee is a
long term one, in that it is meant to play a permanent
role in the monitoring of the activities related to the
Code of Conduct world wide.

Levels of the Code of Conduct-project
The Code of Conduct project is organised at three
different levels:
◆ National efforts and projects in collaboration with
tourism companies to introduce implement and
evaluate the code of conduct in their respective
national travel and tourism sectors.
◆ Regional co-ordination and co-operation between the
different on-going national projects in between the
so-called CC-partners.
◆ On an international level, the global implementation
through the Steering Committee and its Secretariat of
an International Code of Conduct for the Protection
of Children from Sexual Exploitation in Travel and
Tourism by involving industry representatives from all
countries globally.
For further information, contact:
ECPAT – Carmen Madrinan, 328 Phayathai Road,
Bangkok 10400, Thailand
Tel: +662 215-3388, 611-0972
Fax: +662 215-8272
Email: info@ecpat.net
Website: www.ecpat.net
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terre des hommes—Deutschland e.V.
The International Federation of terre des hommes is a
network of 10 organisations terre des hommes that works
for the rights of the child and promotes equitable
development without racial, religious, cultural or genderbased discrimination. The international federation of
terre des hommes works in collaboration with the
relevant bodies in the UN system to promote and
implement the rights of the child.
Detailed responses to the problem of the sexual
exploitation of children in tourism are outlined on the
Internet at www.child-hood.com. The aim is to raise
awareness on the issue of sexual exploitation of children
in tourism through the creation and the development of
an Internet site providing:
1. Information facilities for tourists who are using the
Internet for travel preparation, by means of a userfriendly system,
2. A common platform for actors in the fight against
child sex tourism, in the form of a searchable
information-pool,
3. Information facilities focusing on the practical needs
of the travel and tourism industry, and facilitating its
further involvement in this fight.
The website offers travellers on-line information on
problems and laws, and explains the different ways
tourists can respond to the situation in their destination
countries. Tourists can find tour operators who are
engaged in the campaign against the sexual exploitation
of children. The objective is to support tourists in their
personal efforts to combat this problem. This is
communicated by the website slogan: “Please disturb!”.
The tourism industry - from major travel companies to
local travel agents and tour guides - can also find
practical information related to the problem. For
example, how should professionals in the tourism
industry react when confronted with the sexual
exploitation of children? The website offers specific
responses (What can I do?), along with practical tips and
information on local laws. Information on organisations
dedicated to the prevention of the sexual abuse of
children through tourism is also included at www.childhood.com, a site co-financed by the European
Commission.
Since the early nineties, terre des hommes has been
actively involved in preventing the sexual exploitation of
children in tourism with campaigns including the ‘toys’
spot shown by several international airlines on long
distance flights, as well as on European television
networks.
For further information, contact:
terre des hommes, Deutschland - Christa Dammerman
Ruppenkampstrasse 11a, D-49084 Osnabrück
Tel: +49 (0)5 41 71 01-0 Fax: +49 (0)5 41 70 72 33
E-mail: kampagne@tdh.de website: www.child-hood.com
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Telling Their Stories
A handbook for media professionals

Child rights, exploitation and the media

The issues of child rights generally, and child exploitation in particular, are high on the
agenda of politicians and the news media.
Bad journalism adds to the indignity of children who have been abused. However, it is
possible for journalists to depict children in a way that maintains their dignity, and avoids
exploitation and victimisation.
This book contains the guidelines and principles for reporting on issues involving
children first drawn up by journalists from many countries, meeting in Recife, Brazil, in
May 1998.
This book also contains a commentary on the human rights of children and tips on how
journalists can protect them. It is designed for journalists and other media professionals
working in any area where children are visible and vulnerable.
The guidelines avoid the trap of telling journalists what to write, but help them decide
how to address these issues. They should be read by every working journalist and
camera crew, by editors, producers and other decision makers in the media, and by
media trainers and media students.
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