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It is commonplace to say that children represent
the future. But for children in the developing world living in
severe poverty or in the midst of conflict, their future is today.

The needs of children reflect the problems of poverty that
affect several billion people living on less than $2 per day.
Children bear the brunt of poverty and injustice in their
communities, often in silence.As the most vulnerable, chil-
dren are under constant threat of malnutrition or under-
nourishment. They are brutalized in violent conflicts as
refugees, orphans, human shields, and child soldiers.
Children are often the last to receive basic human servic-
es.The last decade of the 20th century produced another
threat against the well-being of children: HIV/AIDS. Before
the end of the first decade of the 21st century, tens of mil-
lions of children will be orphaned in Africa alone.

World Vision’s emphasis on protecting children and their
rights as human beings is the result of more than 50 years
of ministry to children and families in difficult circum-
stances. We have learned many valuable lessons along the
way. Primary among lessons learned is that children can-
not be served and nourished in a holistic way if they are
not protected from exploitation and violence.
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This paper describes the many ways in which World Vision
organizes to protect children, and lays out the biblical
framework for its calling. As a Christian organization,
World Vision believes that every child’s life has value and
purpose in God’s sight. World Vision’s passion to protect
children is the result of its belief that biblical teaching
leaves no option for silence in the face of injustice, partic-
ularly injustice against children.

Serge Duss
Director, Public Policy & Advocacy
World Vision US
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World Vision is a Christian relief and development
partnership that serves more than 75 million people in
more than 90 countries. Founded in 1950 to respond to
the needs of children orphaned during the Korean War,
World Vision is guided by the Holy Bible and the authority
of Jesus Christ in its consistent willingness to take a stand
when children are in danger.

The study of Scripture points to great themes of jus-
tice, compassion, and grace. These themes create the
underlying principles of social and political expectations
that frame the Christian understanding of how our world
should be—its true potential in Christ. Today, World
Vision’s mission statement embodies a commitment to fol-
low Christ’s example by working with the poor and
oppressed in pursuit of spiritual, relational, and physical
transformation.

For World Vision “the poor and oppressed” also
includes:

• an estimated one million children who are forced,
sold, or coerced into the sex trade each year;

• an estimated 250 million children who work to
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secure survival-level income for themselves and
their families as child laborers;

• the millions of children traumatized by war; and

• children scarred by debt bondage, abuse, and slavery.

In our service to children around the globe, World
Vision has also confronted issues of family abuse and vio-
lence, which threaten children in the very place where they
should be most safe. World Vision’s advocacy to secure
protection for children and support families stems from
this experience.

We struggle alongside millions of children who fight to
survive in families earning less than US$1 per day. World
Vision and its donors share the pain and grief of societies
where 25 percent of the children die before they reach
their first birthday.

World Vision’s response to these children is born from
the prayer of our founder, Bob Pierce, who asked, “Let my
heart be broken by the things that break the heart of God.”
Living out that prayer, he began to raise funds for the
orphans of the Korean War. More than a half century later,
World Vision is determined to bring a Christian response
to the needs of children suffering from poverty, exploita-
tion, abuse, violence, and trauma.The number of children in
need is in the hundreds of millions. World Vision believes
that each child is precious to God, who knows each by
name. God’s burden of love for each of these children is
not exhausted after the first nine months of their lives, or
even after the first 18 years.The murder of an 8-year-old
child in the midst of war is as abhorrent as is the prevent-
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able death of a 5-year-old child from malaria or diarrhea
dehydration.

The experience of World Vision during the last 50
years demonstrates that poverty, exploitation, and violence
are not inevitable.Across the developing world, 30,000 chil-
dren die each day from malnutrition and preventable dis-
eases—a result of failures of humanity’s stewardship of the
resources with which God has endowed us.World Vision’s
mission statement is a call “to do justice, and to love kind-
ness, and to walk humbly with your God” (Mic. 6:8).World
Vision represents Christians from many nations working
together for a world where all people’s God-given poten-
tial is respected as the ultimate human right.
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World Vision is guided by the timeless truths of the
Holy Bible.Therefore, our use of the term “rights” is gov-
erned by our reading of Scripture, not by secular agendas
or political theory.When World Vision brings the Christian
framework of rights to its work, it does so affirming that
parents and children have rights in a process of biblical
obedience, mutual responsibility, and care.

A Christian Concept of Rights 

As Christians, our use of the concept of rights is based
on the view that Scripture provides the ultimate guide to
appropriate social behavior and relationships. The Bible
clearly outlines four essential concepts underpinning social
relationships:

1. God confers on people their worth.Worth and dignity
are rooted in Creation and calling. The human race,
including every child, is created in the image of God
and given a mandate to participate in the stewardship
of God’s unfolding Creation (Gen. 1:26–28). God con-
firmed the value placed on each man, woman, and child
by the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ for all
people as individuals in relation with God.We do not
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have rights simply because we exist, but because God
chose to give us value and, therefore, rights (Rom.
5:8–11). Creating room for people to be what God
intended them to be—as distinct from the concept of
human autonomy—is the Christian basis for respecting
human rights.

2. Jesus’ call for us to love our neighbors as ourselves
reflects profound respect for others as equal in worth
before God, even those who do not share the
Christian faith. In fact, it is the visible demonstration of
our love, in the real world, that Scripture says will bring
people to faith in Jesus Christ, whom we call Savior.The
biblical concept of shalom captures such unity of jus-
tice, love, and joy in service to God.

3. The words  “justice" and "righteousness” are used
more than 600 times in the Old Testament and more
than 200 times in the New Testament. The biblical
sense of justice means restoring right relations
between people and God, between people as groups
and individuals, and between people and Creation.
Respect for the rights of others is a duty to God, not
just a matter of human relations.Throughout the Bible,
the focus is on doing justice for those without power
in society: the orphan, the widow, the stranger, and the
poor. And protection for the rights of vulnerable
groups was not just a matter of charity—it was an obli-
gation under the legal system described in the Old
Testament. Jesus made it clear that he came to fulfill
the Old Testament vision, not replace it; restoring dig-
nity and a rightful place for vulnerable people is a com-
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mon theme in Jesus’ ministry on earth.This focus is not
because vulnerable people are morally superior, but
because a society that respects their rights is likely to
respect the rights of all. For Christians in any position
of influence, the emphasis is on protecting others with-
out influence and giving of ourselves to allow others to
grow, rather than on demanding one’s own rights. In
fact, Christians throughout history have been called to
give up their own rights to secure the rights of others.

4. We are to treat all others (including strangers) as if they
belong to God. If we wrong another person, we wrong
God.The cry of the victim of injustice reaches the heart
of God. Rights are inherent in the concept of morality;
without acknowledging that others have a rightful claim
there is no basis for defining what is right and wrong. In
Scripture,God’s anger is roused by people misusing their
abilities and power to harm others.Some believe that the
concept of “rights” is self-centered; they prefer a focus on
obligations. On closer examination, however, respect for
rights is focused on the rightful claim of others while
obligations reflect what the individual has to do to avoid
his or her own guilt—a self-centered approach. If rights
are implemented within a framework of individual human
autonomy, their expression may be self-centered
demands. But defended as an expression of the dignity of
every person under God, the rule of human rights coun-
ters self-centeredness, selfishness, greed, and other sins.
In outlining the way in which each of us should treat oth-
ers, the Bible also establishes expectations that we in
turn should be treated fairly by our neighbor (Gen. 9:6;
Matt. 25:31–46), to our mutual gain.
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The biblical basis outlined from the Old Testament to
the teaching of the New Testament suggests, in effect, that
God envisions a world in which mutual rights and expecta-
tions are clearly defined and understood. In the Old
Testament both rights and responsibilities are documented
with great clarity on issues such as property, personal
injury, succession, and provision for the poor (Lev. 19;Deut.
24:14–22). The New International Version (NIV) of the
Bible translates the totality of provisions for the oppressed
as “rights,” so that the injunction of Proverbs 31 becomes:
“defend the rights of the poor and needy.” For Christians
of the evangelical tradition, the biblical acceptance of rights
is significant.

It is important to recognize that the legal rights grant-
ed in Scripture are not inherently based on the recipient’s
humanity, per se. Rather, they are rooted in our relationship
with God and are entirely a gift conferred by God.This is
in stark contrast to the tradition of Immanuel Kant and
Thomas Paine, whose philosophies are rooted in the idea
that our common humanity provides an adequate premise
for rights that in turn are girded by a contractual relation-
ship between individuals and their wider society.1 The
Bible, instead, goes beyond the idea of society as rooted in
a pragmatic social contract in which rights are a necessary
clause. Rights, as God-given, are bound up with the Lord’s
inherent desire for a transformed and just society (Pss.
11:7, 33–5, 106:3; Prov. 29:7; Isa. 1:17, 5:7; Hos. 12:6; Amos
5:15–24; Mic. 3:1–9; Zech. 7:9–10).

From a biblical perspective, true human rights are those
God-given rights that cannot be created by humanity, but
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are part of Creation itself.This is not to say that man-made
legal entitlements cannot be created in the form of civil
rights. In fact, these legal entitlements might be compatible
with God-given rights. Alternatively, however, they might
sanction legal (civil) rights that are contrary to biblical prin-
ciples (leaving unrecognized other rights arising from bibli-
cal principles). World Vision believes that where legal
instruments reflect biblical principles, they should be sup-
ported; where they oppose biblical principles, they should
be changed.

In addition to the test of biblical compatibility, a second
dividing line between Christian and secular rights language
is the underlying God-centeredness of the Christian con-
cept. Modern secular rights theory can be rooted in an
individualistic (and even self-centered) approach. For
Christians, the God-centeredness of rights dictates that
their focus is not on claims for self, but on the desire to
serve others in accordance with the teaching of Christ.
Scripture calls us consistently to think of the rights of both
neighbors and strangers (Prov. 31:8–9; Phil. 2:3–5). As
Christians, therefore, we see rights in regard to how we
value and respond to others, not how we serve ourselves.

God-Given Rights for Children 
and Parents 

God claims sovereignty over the lives of children as
over all Creation. Men and women have no mandate from
God to destroy or defile Creation. God’s Word extends
the responsibility for protecting and safeguarding chil-
dren—not just to a parent’s own offspring but also to the
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stranger and orphan (Deut. 24:17).We believe Scripture is
clear that the need to respect the life of children begins at
conception. For this reason, World Vision is unswervingly
pro-life in its policies, programs, and advocacy. Equally, the
Bible is clear that the worth of a child’s life extends far
beyond birth.The concept of being pro-life, therefore, also
motivates us to change a world that allows 1,250 children
to die each hour from malnutrition and preventable dis-
eases.

In the New Testament, we learn that not only did Jesus
extend rights to children, he also made clear that God sees
children as individuals. Jesus treated children not as incom-
plete adults, but as young people called directly to him. It
was Jesus who called for children to be allowed to come to
him as children rather than subsumed within the collectiv-
ity of their family:

“ ‘…Let the little children come to me, and do
not hinder them, for the kingdom of God
belongs to such as these. I tell you the truth,
anyone who will not receive the kingdom of
God like a little child will never enter it.’  And
he took the children in his arms, put his hands
on them and blessed them.”  (Mark 10:14–16,
NIV)

Jesus also instituted a mandate of protecting children,
instructing his disciples to welcome them in his name and
value their contribution to worship in the church:

“Whoever welcomes one of these little chil-
dren in my name welcomes me; and whoever
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welcomes me does not welcome me but the
one who sent me.”  (Mark 9:37, NIV)

“And if anyone causes one of these little ones
who believe in me to sin, it would be better for
him to be thrown into the sea with a large mill-
stone tied around his neck.”  (Mark 9:42, NIV)

Jesus’ decision to treat children as a model of faith (i.e.,
faith must be childlike; Mark 10:14–16, Matt. 18:3,
21:14–16) underlined the responsibility of each person to
personally rely on God. God, therefore, sees children as
individuals and as persons with whom to share a relation-
ship.

God’s concern for each child means that parenting, like
all supervisory roles in Creation, is a task of stewardship.
God offers to some men and women the privilege of nur-
turing sons and daughters of the Lord to adulthood. In
some instances, that privilege is conferred on wider socie-
ty in the place of the natural parents (such as with
orphans).The role of stewardship is not the same as own-
ership, and at no point does God relinquish ultimate sov-
ereignty over Creation or over the child.

As a result, God makes clear in Scripture that children
also have appropriate expectations from their parents, just
as adults do from their neighbors.The apostle Paul wrote
that a parent’s relationship with their child is to be found-
ed on love and concern for the child’s relationship with
Christ and is to be within bounds that will not provoke,
discourage, or embitter (i.e., destroying the nurturing and
stewarding relationship; Eph. 6:1–4; Col. 3:18–25). Part of
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the role of Christian parenting is to ensure that children
understand that rights must also be balanced by responsi-
bility to God and others.

The Judeo-Christian tradition has always seen children
as a blessing.Teachings based on the apostle Paul’s writings
makes clear that this blessing can be damaged by a failure
to model Christ within the home.This biblical framework
distinguishes between nurturing, loving parents and those
who reject the stewarding role entrusted to them by God.
In Scripture, we have examples of parents who span the
range, yet in each instance parents are called to raise their
children as though they are trustees for God.

World Vision believes that a caring and loving family is
the best environment in which children can grow. World
Vision therefore, holds that the rights of loving, nurturing
parents should be respected and affirmed by their commu-
nities, governments, and international bodies, as well as
protected from interference from the same. However,
World Vision recognizes the fact that some parents will fall
short of the Christian ideal. In extreme cases,World Vision
knows that some parents will entirely reject a role of nur-
turing stewardship in favor of a more abusive approach to
the children in their care.World Vision believes that God’s
sovereignty over children supersedes the claims of irre-
sponsible and abusive parents who threaten to destroy the
lives of their children. For this reason, World Vision cam-
paigns for children to be protected from sexual abuse, neg-
lect, violence, exploitation, and psychological trauma.

The concept of rights provides a useful tool for trying
to gain protection for abused and neglected children, par-

19

Section One • World Vision’s Perspective on Rights



ticularly through legal instruments defining standards of
behavior.2 It is the biblical basis and the practical usefulness
of the rights approach that has given it a firm place among
the tools that World Vision uses to defend children.

It is clear that in many countries children often bear
the brunt of economic, social, and military decisions with-
out having any voice in those decisions. Effective work with
children will not treat them as miniature adults, the prop-
erty of adults, or mere extensions of the community. In
order to steward their God-given potential, they need to
be prioritized as persons whose God-given rights are just
as important as any other component of society.
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1 Thomas Paine, The Rights of Man.
2 Rights have also been used to provide a “scaffolding” of development

policy in what is termed a “rights-based” approach. Rights then are
not as much standards as they are drivers of social policy. In a rights-
based approach, individual agency is within a context of state obliga-
tions to realize citizen rights. See Julia Hausermann, A Human Rights
Approach to Development (Rights and Humanity: London, 1998); Clare
Ferguson, “Global Social Policy: Rights and Social Justice”
(Department for International Development, April 1999); Simon
Maxwell, “What Can We Do with a Rights-Based Approach to
Development?” Briefing Paper 3 (Overseas Development Institute,
September 1999). For evangelical Christians, a rights-based approach
is predicated by the need to assess the individual components of the
scaffolding (definitions and instruments of rights) against the test of
Scripture.
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World Vision has recently conducted a number of
major research projects into the condition of children in
the developing world.These projects have built upon World
Vision’s existing expertise as one of the world’s largest
investors in the lives of children.The World Vision staff has
long been involved in strengthening education and health
provisions, working with churches, caring for street chil-
dren, and protecting children at risk. The research results
available to World Vision confirm that children are not only
vulnerable to the consequences of their poverty, but also
to the indifference of a world unwilling to shield them from
the actions of others.

World Vision’s “Child Abuse and Neglect Study,”3

undertaken with the University of Chicago, studied com-
munities in five developing countries and found that a
chronic lack of awareness created contexts in which the
sexual abuse of children could take place undetected. In
each location, no local provision existed to respond to chil-
dren claiming abuse and any child raising such concerns
would routinely be disbelieved.

In Latin America, a regional study on the rising inci-
dence of violence in the region concludes that, while the
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reasons behind this are complex, there is no doubt that the
cycle of violence is fueled by the domestic abuse of chil-
dren. Children learn the patterns of violence within their
families. In fact, intra-family violence is a rapidly rising prob-
lem in the region.Around six million children suffer severe
aggression every year, and 80,000 die because of violence
in the home, according to the United Nations Children’s
Fund (UNICEF). 4

In Southeast Asia, World Vision has studied the prob-
lems of child trafficking and sexual exploitation and docu-
ments its devastating effects. The problem of AIDS has
increased demand for younger prostitutes, who are
believed to be less likely to carry the disease. Increased
local demand and “sex tourists” from abroad have led to
one million children now enslaved in the Asian sex trade.
Children are lured and tricked into sexual exploitation,
where they are kept through force and drugs. Finally,World
Vision has studied the particular impact of poverty on girls,
revealing the disproportionate impact of violence, abuse,
infanticide, and poverty.

Researchers believe nearly 4,000 children work as
prostitutes in Australia and some 5,000 have been sold for
sex on the streets of Luanda in Africa. In Brazil, it is believed
that a staggering 3 percent of children under the age of 18
sell themselves for sex (as many as two million in any given
year). Some 15,000 children under 12 years old live on the
streets of Bangladesh’s capital, Dhaka, all at risk of abuse.
One-third of the estimated 80,000 prostitutes in Cambodia
are under 18 years old, while an estimated 40,000 children
are sexually exploited in Indonesia.
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“Cham” is a 15-year-old Cambodian girl
who looks about 10. She ran away from her
rural home after her stepmother repeatedly
beat her. On her way to the provincial capital,
she was befriended by a woman who promised
her a job in a restaurant. Instead, the woman
sold Cham to the owner, whose restaurant was
a brothel. The first night, she was forced to go
with three men, who took turns raping her.
Distraught and sobbing, Cham was then locked
in a room where she was to entertain five to
ten men a day. If she refused, the owner tor-
tured her with electric shock. Three times, she
tried to kill herself. A month went by. One
evening, Cham told her story to a sympathetic
client who then turned her over to police. The
police took her to a World Vision children’s
trauma center.
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The problems facing children in today’s world are vast
in scale and global in extent. In some of the countries
involved, communities have been weakened by rapid urban-
ization or recent conflict. Government capabilities have
also been weakened by lack of funding, corruption, and
poor training.

World Vision believes that God’s love for all children is
equal and all are of equal worth. It is imperative that all chil-
dren should have access to at least a minimum standard of
protection. That protection should include a legislative
framework that clearly outlaws abuse and neglect. It should
also entail access to properly trained and funded service-
providers and to the means to voice concerns (such as
help-lines). Adequate protection also entails working with
churches and schools to assist in protecting children. It is
also crucial that there be a greater willingness on the part
of wealthy nations to act for the defense of children in
poorer nations—for without adequate resources, children
will continue to be abused, neglected, and killed.
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3 Crying Out: Children and Communities Speak on Abuse and Neglect

(Milton Keynes:World Vision UK, 2001).
4 UNICEF,“Stop Violence Against Women and Girls,” (1999).
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An evangelical understanding of Scripture shapes
World Vision’s response to the real world faced by chil-
dren. The Bible leaves no option of silence in the face of
injustice; it calls each Christian to act justly and to speak
for the widowed, the orphaned, the foreigner, and the
oppressed (Deut. 10:18, 24:19, 27:19; Ps. 82:3; Isa. 1:17; Jer.
22:3).The early church was vocal in its defense of children,
arguing against the prevalent practice of infanticide. Many
parts of the Christian church have been strong advocates
for biblical principles of justice.The evangelical tradition has
been part of many of these initiatives and has long been
present within important movements for social reform.

From the modern-day work of Mother Teresa and Bob
Pierce to William Booth, whose Salvation Army campaigned
tirelessly against childhood poverty and exploitation,
Christians have labored for social justice and founded many
of today’s most notable nonprofit organizations working in
the developing world.

For Christians, commitment to justice is rooted in the
understanding that no aspect of life is free from the con-
cern of God. Just as Christ seeks transformation of the
personal and moral sphere in each individual life, so



Christ’s message also addresses nations with a call for
transformation and change. God demands righteousness
from rulers as well as the ruled. The apostle Paul sanc-
tioned the authority of those in power only on the prem-
ise that such authority is rooted in the greater jurisdiction
of God.

World Vision, therefore, advocates on policy issues
with the aim of securing a world that better reflects the
gospel of Christ.Achieving justice for the poor is a demon-
stration of God’s love and a sign that Scripture has mean-
ing and life.As a development agency working with millions
of children around the world, it is inconceivable that advo-
cacy against injustice should not include a special focus on
the needs of children. As a result, World Vision has
embraced a commitment to defend the God-given rights of
the child.
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World Vision’s effort to defend children entails
using Scripture, existing national and local laws, and widely
accepted international instruments. The United Nation's
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), despite being
the most universally and rapidly accepted human rights
treaty, continues to be controversial for some. To a large
degree, the controversy centers on the perceived conflict
with parental rights—a supposed over-empowerment of chil-
dren—and the belief that these child rights threaten a fur-
ther erosion of positive Christian values. This section
explains some of the myths surrounding the Convention
and illustrates that the CRC actually strongly affirms many
of the values5 Christians hold dear.

CRC Affirms the Role of Family

One of the major criticisms often expressed about the
CRC is that it is effectively anti-family.The underlying belief
is that the CRC, by instilling rights upon children, creates
the vision of an autonomous child with the same human
rights as an adult. In this view, the CRC can seem to pose
a real threat to the authority of parents and to the integri-
ty of the family; carried to the extreme, a child may be able
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to demand government intervention to challenge any
parental conduct he or she does not like.

Many fears concerning the CRC arise from skewed
interpretations of the document. In reality, the CRC does
not open the way for child autonomy. The CRC actually
affirms and emphasizes the role of the family. In the pre-
amble, which sets the parameters for the CRC, it states
that “the family, as the fundamental group of society and
the natural environment for the growth and well-being of
all its members and particularly children, should be afford-
ed the necessary protection and assistance…” and that
“the child, for the full and harmonious development of his
or her personality, should grow up in a family environment,
in an atmosphere of happiness, love, and understanding.”
These are fairly unambiguous pro-family statements.
Furthermore,Article 5 of the CRC also clearly affirms the
rights of parents:

“States parties shall respect the responsibilities,
rights, and duties of parents...to provide, in a
manner consistent with the evolving capacities
of the child, appropriate direction and guidance
in the exercise by the child of the rights recog-
nized in the present Convention.”

This clearly recognizes that parents have the discretion
to make specific choices about how they raise their chil-
dren.With this emphasis,World Vision does not view the
CRC as a parental code of conduct or as a wedge between
parents and children. It is an agreement that aims to pro-
tect children from abuse and neglect, and is supportive of
the role and authority of parents.
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CRC Involves Voluntary Participation

A second major charge that has been leveled against
the CRC is that it is an instrument of a global United
Nation's conspiracy to undermine national sovereignty and
independence. In reality, those nations that sign and ratify
the CRC retain complete autonomy and authority over
their laws and policies. Even those nations that have cho-
sen to incorporate the CRC into national law remain
responsible for implementing and adjudicating that law—
no enforcement mechanism exists in the CRC. Nations
that are party to the treaty, after all, are voluntary partici-
pants of an agreement that does not give any extraterrito-
rial body the right to impose its will on the country
involved. Moreover, the CRC provides each nation with
an opportunity to take reservations on provisions that may
be contrary to a nation’s existing laws or customs.

In this sense, the CRC differs markedly even from a
national law, which does not require the agreement of indi-
vidual citizens and will be enforced directly by the state.
The voluntary nature of the CRC has meant that those
countries that have signed and ratified the CRC have con-
tinued to be responsible for their national policy towards
children.Those countries with a strong Christian tradition
have seen neither an erosion of parental rights nor a
decline in the ability of children to exercise their faith at
either church or school. At the same time, World Vision
believes the Convention could potentially be an even
stronger tool if strengthened by consideration of the rights
of children in regard to religious worship (including at
school).
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Children as Participants

Recognizing that children are individuals who must
gradually develop towards adulthood, the CRC embraces
the idea that children should be valued as participants
within the family, under the authority of their parents. In
effect, children should learn to take responsibility for their
actions partly by offering their own perceptions, thoughts,
and ideas. The CRC makes clear that the weight given to
the input of children is naturally determined by factors
such as their age and level of maturity.

Part of the misconception that the CRC encourages
child liberation is the assumption that rights exist in an
unfettered environment.This is not the case, as rights are
to be exercised in relation to the guidance and authority of
parents, the age and maturity of the child, and respect for
the rights of others.

Maintaining a Balance

Linked to the fear that the CRC is in some way against
the role of parents is the fear that rights instill a degree of
liberty that children, being children, are not necessarily
mature enough to handle. Of particular concern to many
are issues relating to sexuality, such as access to pornogra-
phy and rights to sexual experimentation.Article 12 of the
CRC recognizes that the child might not always know best:

“States 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 mat-
ters affecting the child, the views of the child
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being given due weight in accordance with the
age and maturity of the child.”

One of the underlying principles to the CRC, the prin-
ciple of the “best interest of the child,” is particularly rele-
vant to the interpretation of articles within the CRC in this
debate. Article 3 states: “In all actions concerning chil-
dren… the best interests of the child shall be a primary
consideration.” This has actually enabled Christian groups
to argue strongly against social problems that are clearly
contrary to the interests of children such as sexual
exploitation and abuse, pornography, and drugs. This key
principle, coupled with the Convention’s own recognition
that the family environment is best for children, allows
Christians to argue strongly for the integrity of the family
and the parental role.6

It would be incorrect to suggest that the CRC is part
of the “hijacking” of the moral agenda by groups that would
seek to undermine positive Christian values, when in real-
ity, it is useful to many evangelical organizations. Notably,
the process of writing the CRC was, from the start, inclu-
sive of faith-based groups, and in the process “breaking new
ground.”7 It was a process in which several Christian
groups were involved (the World Federation of Methodist
Women and the International Catholic Child Bureau, for
example). In addition, representatives from the Reagan
Administration actively participated in drafting the CRC.

The Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) Group
for the CRC, with a membership of 43 NGOs, currently
includes faith-based organizations, eight of which are
Christian. Several of these Christian NGOs are still very
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active within the group, and World Vision is a member of
the coordinating committee. In fact, the CRC is the one
UN Convention that actually enshrines the right of NGOs
(listed as “other competent bodies”) to submit alternative
reports to the Committee on the Rights of the Child, the
CRC monitoring body.The NGO group actively supports
the formation of national level NGO coalitions in the
countries that have ratified the CRC, and these groups are
open to any NGO with experience in this area.

The whole reporting process is also designed to be
transparent: the reports prepared by the committee as well
as the country reports are, as stipulated in the CRC, made
freely available to everyone and posted on the Internet.The
ability of Christian NGOs to participate is an opportunity
for the voice of faith to be heard.The distinctive contribu-
tion of faith-based NGOs has much to offer in a construc-
tive dialogue on child rights. Faith-based organizations also
have a strong awareness of the need to help children not
only appreciate and use their rights, but also to grow with
an awareness of their own individual responsibilities.

The Committee on the Rights of the Child, which
monitors (but does not enforce) the implementation of the
CRC, is itself made up of ten experts selected to be rep-
resentative of the various regions of the world, and to
ensure the committee has a good spectrum of technical
knowledge.While potential members are proposed by par-
ticipating governments, NGOs can and do actively lobby
for candidates.
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Notes
5 The CRC covers all aspects of children’s lives, from the provision of

assistance for their basic needs, protection against discrimination and
neglect, and prevention from harm, through participation of children
in decisions that affect their own lives. Full text of the CRC is avail-
able at http://www.unhchr.ch/html/menu3/b/k2crc.htm.

6 Philip Alston,“The Legal Framework of the Convention on the Rights
of the Child,” UN Bulletin of Human Rights (1991, 91/2).

7 Nigel Cantwell,“NGOs and the UN Convention on the Rights of the
Child,” UN Bulletin of Human Rights (1991, 91/2).
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Like many NGOs,World Vision is supportive of the
Convention on the Rights of the Child partly because it has a
very practical role in relationships with governments of
developing countries.The Convention is the most ratified
of any human rights treaty; only two countries have not rat-
ified the CRC (Somalia and the United States).The accept-
ance of the Convention by most nations provides NGOs
with a discussion document around which a dialogue on
child exploitation can be framed. NGOs are able to raise
specific instances of problems affecting children with coun-
terparts from the regime through the pretext of the CRC.

The simplicity of the CRC has also enabled nonprofit
groups concerned for children in developing countries to
publish easy-to-understand guides, raising awareness
among children and families of their legitimate expecta-
tions in relation to the government. In Vietnam, for exam-
ple, the National Political Publishing House has published
pocket guides to the CRC that can be carried around by
those working with street children and other children at
risk. In the United Kingdom, a collection of NGOs funded
the production of a legal guide for those working overseas
on how they could directly use the CRC to address abus-
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es such as the extrajudicial killing of children on the
streets.

Perhaps the most visible signs of the ways in which the
CRC has enabled nonprofit groups to raise awareness of
child exploitation and abuse are the alternative reports
they are able to submit to the Committee on the Rights of
the Child.The committee is responsible for monitoring the
implementation of the CRC.The committee, like all bodies
made up of appointees from the sovereign nations
involved, can vary in the quality and direction of its work.
Its existence does, however, give the nongovernmental sec-
tor in poorer countries a rare opportunity to challenge the
official statistics produced by sometimes corrupt and
repressive regimes.

In Geneva, the NGO Group on the Rights of the Child,
of which World Vision is an active member, coordinates and
helps other NGOs to submit reports on the treatment of
children in their country.The UN committee does not have
the power of enforcement over treaty participants.
Nevertheless, for NGOs this is a powerful tool in working
for children and families.As a result, local nonprofits, often
including church groups, have submitted alternative reports
from countries such as: Bolivia, Mexico, Romania, Pakistan,
Indonesia, Philippines, Sri Lanka, Senegal, Zimbabwe, China,
Nigeria, Burma, Cuba, and Bangladesh.

Among the groups that have been involved in submit-
ting these alternative reports are the YMCA, the Quakers,
and World Vision.World Vision has been able to coordinate
input from local churches and also call for greater inclusion
of Christians in national policy-making. For example, in its
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submission on Vanuatu in 1999,World Vision suggested the
government should ensure that:

“A mechanism is developed within the govern-
ment’s planning process to include NGOs,
church agencies, and others.A permanent coor-
dinating point needs to be established in order
to prioritize needs and channel them into areas
that lack infrastructure and/or resources.”

The concluding observations of the committee did call
for the greater inclusion of churches.The Roman Catholic
Church has long recognized the potential role the CRC
can play in defending children. In it’s own submission to the
committee, The Holy See states that: “The Holy See has
supported the international community’s efforts to better
define the rights of the child, and before acceding to the
Convention on the Rights of the Child on 20 April 1990, it
participated actively in the travaux preparatoires for that
instrument.” 

The Holy See interprets the Convention in a way
which safeguards the rights of parents, made possible by
the Convention’s own strong emphasis on family.The Holy
See has also produced its own Charter on the Rights of
Families, which it advocates in tandem with its support for
the CRC. In turn, member countries have been grateful for
the role of the Holy See in promoting universal ratification
of the CRC.8

In addition, the Committee on the Rights of the Child
has often sought to press governments to consider family
values in their policies on the social environments in which
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children grow.Article 17 of the Convention seeks to pro-
tect children from exposure to pornography and other
forms of inappropriate information. The committee has
therefore called for countries to tighten such rules, stating
at the end of their 1996 session that the problem had
become a growing concern. The concern for the family
expressed by the committee has been embarrassingly frank
in relation to some countries. In the case of Russia, the
committee warned that:

“The Committee considers the serious prob-
lems of family life in the Russian Federation to
be an area of priority concern.The Committee
notes with particular concern the tendency
towards the breakdown of family culture as
regards abandoned children, abortion, the
divorce rate, the number of adoptions, the
number of children born out of wedlock, and
recovery of maintenance obligations. The
Committee considers that greater efforts
should be made to provide family life education,
to organize discussions on the role of the fam-
ily in society, and to develop awareness of the
equal responsibilities of parents.”9

The Convention on the Rights of the Child, therefore,
provides a useful tool for NGOs in raising their own con-
cerns about the treatment children receive with a wider
audience.The nonprofits involved can point to issues such
as sexual exploitation, torture, and murder.This tool can be
used directly in developing countries where NGOs can use
the Convention as a discussion document with govern-
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ment, or through the alternative reporting mechanism of
the Geneva-based committee.The opportunity provided by
the committee does mean that those concerned for fami-
lies and children can try to encourage governments into
acting against exploitation, abuse, and violence.
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8 Holy See. CRC/C/15/Add.46. Concluding Observations/Comments (27

November 1995).
9 Russian Federation, CRC/C/15/Add.4. Concluding Observations/ Comments

(18 February 1993).



World Vision’s mission statement proclaims an
intention to serve our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ by
serving the poor.This concept of service is rooted in the
belief that Scripture provides a guide to a holistic ministry
of reaching out to people in their spiritual and physical
needs. World Vision cannot, therefore, avoid the implica-
tions of Scripture and the command to speak for and with
the poor against exploitation and oppression. For World
Vision, the biblical call to speak out for children is especially
apt. As a result, great efforts have been made to raise
awareness of the terrible abuses and injustices that chil-
dren face. Defining those abuses has meant pointing to the
better vision offered in the Bible of children able to fulfill
their God-given potential. Advocating for children has
inevitably meant defending their God-given rights.

The use of a rights perspective has enabled World
Vision to engage governments directly in dialogue and also
to press the cause of children through international
forums.The rights approach has allowed NGOs to articu-
late concerns through language already familiar to many of
those working on children’s issues because of the
Convention on the Rights of the Child. World Vision has
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affirmed this Convention and its Optional Protocols as a
guide to standards of protection for the rights of children,
as well as a tool for advocacy.The Convention provides a
framework and an institutional infrastructure to churches
and other Christian groups in voicing their desire of justice
for children and families. It enables abuse, exploitation, and
violence to be exposed.

World Vision, therefore, advocates for children, their
parents, extended families, and communities in the belief
that God values Creation and those made in God’s image.
World Vision seeks to work with other Christians in pro-
claiming the biblical vision of a just world for children and
encourages Christians from all traditions to become
involved in the task of creating a better world for children.
The experience of World Vision is that standing alongside
children suffering abuse, exploitation, and violence inher-
ently means advocating for their God-given rights. World
Vision, therefore, also encourages all Christians to call for
respect of the rights of children. Life given by God should
be respected.Today, the abuse, neglect, and deaths of count-
less children will break the heart of God. As long as this
remains the case,World Vision will continue to fight to pro-
tect children and ensure their rights.
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