No child’s play


THE greatest paradox of childhood is the fact that while it may be the most resilient stage of life, it is also susceptible to lifelong scars. A wound that rarely heals is one left by child abuse. A recent survey conducted by an NGO working for the cause revealed that child abuse is on the rise in Pakistan with a 24 per cent increase recorded in the first quarter of 2007. An astounding 1,315 cases were reported last year with the number of girls being more than twice the number of boys. Society for the Protection of the Rights of the Child (Sparc) declares that countrywide over five cases of child abuse are reported in a day. These can be physical, emotional and sexual or pertain to parental neglect and can happen in the home or in school, but high-risk areas appear to be government or local neighbourhood schools and madressahs. The devastating aspect of this despicable crime is that it creates more abusers. The primary reason for this is that conservative attitudes force families to see it not as a crime but as a stigma, and instead of keeping the focus on the victim, the issue is swept aside and the child grapples with the sense of violation without external help. The aftermath often includes depression, detachment, anxiety, low self-esteem and difficulties in sustaining childhood and adult relationships. International studies conclude that most child abusers and those who commit substance or spousal excesses have been silent victims of childhood violations.

However, the four core principles stated in Unicef’s Convention on the Rights of the Child are gender non-discrimination, which unfortunately is missing in our society, right to life and survival, harmonious development and respect for the views of the child. But the task of making a child’s rights inviolable must begin at the grassroots. A widespread public education campaign that targets low-income localities must be undertaken by the government and relevant NGOs. This should also be supported by parallel victim support groups which include a greater emphasis on counselling facilities for both the child and his/her family. Uneducated and poor sections of society should be made accessible through home visits by psychiatrists monitored by concerned departments. After all, it is an issue that threatens our collective future.

