Developing the Protection of Children in armed conflicts: the use of cellular phones (technology)  Project Developed by WATCHLIST ON CAC (Pilot Project) 

Using Cellular Technology to Monitor Rights Violations and Improve Child Protection in Eastern DRC
Background
Ajedi Ka’s VCCPs monitor child rights violations and work within their communities to support children who survive violations committed by armed groups. Each VCCP is composed of 5 members, generally including: a teacher, a member of the local administration, an elder in the community, a member of the local church, and a business leader (usually a farmer or a businessman). Some VCCPs also include former child soldiers. Ajedi-Ka has established VCCPs in 15 of Uvira’s 22 villages. These villages were selected as particularly high-risk areas for young people.  

For the first few years of their work, the VCCPs were effectively able to monitor violations at the village level. However, communication with Ajedi-Ka headquarters in Uvira was hampered by the long distances needed to travel from the rural areas to Uvira to report information. Due to the complete lack of infrastructure in this region, including lack of telephones, reliable public transport or general communications technology, VCCP members had to ride on bicycles to Uvira to report information, sometimes days after an incident had occurred.  

In April 2005, Ajedi-Ka and the Watchlist on Children and Armed Conflict began work on a pilot project using cellular phones and internet technology to facilitate the VCCPs’ reporting of child rights violations. Through this project, Ajedi-Ka distributed 15 cell phones – one to each VCCPs – and two phones to Ajedi-Ka staff in Uvira. These cellular phones are used to relay information on CAC violations from the VCCPs to Ajedi-Ka staff. Once this information is relayed, it is securely stored, and decisions are quickly made about whether further verification is needed in order to reliably document the case. The cellular technology has allowed the VCCPs to quickly report violations and make decisions about verification while avoiding dangerous and cumbersome bicycle travel.  

As a result of this project, 22 new cases of violations against children were reported to Ajedi-Ka and 15 were fully verified from May to November 2005. In addition, Ajedi-Ka was able to quickly refer each of the verified cases to the appropriate local authorities and to provide practical recommendations for timely responses that should be taken to remedy the violations. Finally, Ajedi-Ka shared detailed information about each of the fully verified cases with Watchlist headquarters in New York often within days of the violation. In New York, Watchlist safely maintains a small database with the detailed information about each of the verified cases. This information is easily available for Watchlist to inform international policy-makers, especially the UN Security Council, about on-going violations against children in the context of armed conflict in eastern DRC. 

The Watchlist/Ajedi-Ka pilot project succeeded in its goals of facilitating documentation of violations, diminishing reporting time and facilitating the flow of information to the international level. However, some challenges did arise. These challenges included difficulty charging the cell phones due to lack of electricity in the villages, restrictive calling time available for cell phone use due to limited budget and inconsistent internet access in Uvira to transfer information to New York. In addition, Ajedi-Ka was unable to track any developments which may have resulted from reporting the cases to local authorities after initial outreach due to limited resources.  

Watchlist and Ajedi-Ka have now developed the framework for a follow up project which seeks to build on the successes achieved in 2005 and to address the challenges posed by the pilot project. 
Project Description 
Location: South Kivu Province, Democratic Republic of Congo
Duration: February - December, 2006
Local NGO partner: Ajedi-Ka
Project Goal
To use cellular technology to improve child protection in the Uvira territory, South Kivu Province of eastern DRC by empowering local organizations and community members to use technology to carry out effective monitoring, reporting and response to violations against children’s rights in the context of armed conflict. 
Project Objectives 
1. Train local grassroots organizations and community members in child protection policies and instruments to enhance their ability to protect children’s security and rights. Train village-level community members and grassroots organizations to use cellular technology to carry out monitoring and reporting. Trainings will be prepared by Ajedi-Ka with technical support from Watchlist. Trainings will be conducted by the Director of Ajedi-Ka’s Child Soldiers Project, Bukeni Tete Waruzu Beck. See attached biography. 

2. Utilize cellular technology to facilitate monitoring of CAC violations, verification of specific cases and strategic dissemination of information about violations to local authorities and other policy makers. Monitoring activities will be carried out by VCCP members at the village level (see description of VCCPs above) with technical support from Ajedi-Ka and Watchlist staff. Cell phones will be used to facilitate and hasten communication between VCCPs and Ajedi-Ka staff to determine need and plan for verification follows up activities.   

3. Consistently follow up on cases with local authorities and/or national and international authorities on actions to be taken in response to reported cases. Ajedi-Ka staff and local VCCP members will conduct all follow up activities at the local and national levels, with technical support from Watchlist as relevant. Watchlist staff will conduct all follow up activities at the international level, with support and input from Ajedi-Ka staff. This includes provision of practical recommendations and support for actions to remedy violations and halt future violations. All developments relating to individual cases will be consistently tracked by Ajedi-Ka and Watchlist respectively. 
Project Activities
A. Technology & Training 
1. Train local community members and grassroots organizations in international child protection policies and instruments. Trainings will be developed by Ajedi-Ka with support from Watchlist and will be conducted by Director of Ajedi-Ka’s child soldiers program. 
 

2. Provide VCCPs with mobile technology (cellular phones, solar panels, solar chargers and phone cards) and train local community members and grassroots organizations to utilize cellular technology to report violations against children. Trainings will be conducted by Ajedi-Ka staff.  

3. Establish a 24-hour telephone call-in service so that VCCP members would be able place a call at any time to report a violation as soon as possible after it occurs. Once the violation has been logged in Uvira, Ajedi-Ka staff will return the phone call to the VCCP member – at no cost to the VCCP cellular user. This will minimize expenses at the grassroots level. Ajedi-Ka has begun preliminary discussions with MIT on the development of such a call-in-service.  

4. Develop a secure software system to record CAC violations reported by the VCCPs in a manner that protects victims’ identity. Watchlist staff, with guidance from Ajedi-Ka staff, will explore various possibilities with software developers for creating a secure system that would be suitable for the DRC context - where most local level computer use is done at internet cafes, rather than on personally owned computers. Preliminary discussions have begun with Green Media Toolshed and others about such possibilities. Watchlist would apply lessons learned during its experience overseeing the development of a secure software system for local partners in Nepal. In conjunction with the development of secure software, this project would ensure proper training for Ajedi-Ka staff on the use of the new software. (More information about this project/software system available upon request).
 

B. Monitoring and Reporting 
1. Monitor child rights violations in rural villages in the Uvira region. Monitoring activities will be carried out by VCCP teams in 15 rural villages around Uvira, where children are at high risk. As leading members of the local communities, VCCP members are advised by local villagers when violations occur. Immediately upon alert of an alleged violation, VCCP members will use cellular phones to alert Ajedi-Ka staff in Uvira of the violation and to discuss verification activities. 

2. Verify violations of children’s rights at the village/community level. VCCP members will use site visits, interviews and other methods to verify violations immediately after they occur. Using cellular phones, VCCPs will communicate with Ajedi-Ka staff in Uvira to determine if further support (technical and financial) is needed for further investigation and verification. 

3. Document violations. VCCP members will use cellular phones to transfer details of specific incidents to Ajedi-Ka staff in Uvira. Staff in Uvira will use standardized data collection forms (see template sample attached) to record the details for each verified incident. Information documented in the forms will be transferred using email encryption or other safe methods to Watchlist headquarters in New York for long-term storage. Once a secure software database system is developed this system will be used to store and/or transfer data.   

4. Report information about specific cases to the relevant local authorities. This reporting will be carried out by Ajedi-Ka staff, with VCCP members as appropriate. These referrals will include practical recommendations for actions to be taken to respond to and remedy the reported violation and halt future violations. Cellular phones will be used to coordinate all related activities.
 

5. Report information about specific cases and/or trends to relevant national and international actors, as appropriate. Reports will include practical recommendations for actions to be taken to remedy the violations and prevent future violations. This reporting will be carried out by both Ajedi-ka staff and Watchlist staff in close consultation with each other. Cellular phones and internet communication will be used to coordinate all related activities.
 

C. Strategic Response to Violations
1. Consistently track any developments related to remedies sought for reported cases. This tracking will be done by Ajedi-ka staff in consultation with VCCP members and Watchlist staff accordingly. Ajedi-ka staff will follow up periodically with all authorities who have received information about specific cases to track and document progress. Cellular phones will be used to coordinate activities. 

2. Compile and publish a report and/or policy paper on CAC violations in DRC for advocacy purposes. Watchlist staff, with guidance from Ajedi-Ka, would prepare this document.  

3. Organize and participate in appropriate meetings and technical conferences on DRC to ensure transfer of knowledge to other NGOs, UN agencies and departments or other relevant groups at the local, national and international levels. Watchlist staff, with input from Ajedi-Ka, would conduct these activities. In some instances it may be appropriate for Ajedi-Ka staff to travel to international venues. 

4. Facilitate interaction and networking among local civil society organizations in DRC and actors in the international arena. These activities would be organized by both Ajedi-Ka and Watchlist staff. 

5. Monitor and record lessons learned in the utilization of modern technology, especially cellular technology, in human rights work. Ensure transfer of accumulated know-how to other organizations working to protect children in armed conflict. These activities would be conducted by both Ajedi-Ka and Watchlist staff.
Expected Outcomes
· Example of a new model for using cellular and other technology to enhance human rights/child rights activities in the context of armed conflict, this includes the use of cellular technology to report and document cases of violations against children.  

· Example of a new model for using secure software/database for storing human rights information in situations of on-going armed conflict.  

· Availability and flow of detailed and verified information about violations against children in DRC, in the context of armed conflict to strategic points of influence, including a minimum of one written paper.
 

· Overall improved protection of the security and rights of Congolese young people in the Uvira area, including practical remedies for children who have already been affected by the armed conflict and prevention of future violations.  

· Enhanced in-country capacity in the Uvira area to effectively and efficiently use technology to support monitoring and reporting on CAC violations and carry out sustained follow-up geared toward achievement of remedy and prevention of future violations. 

· Strengthened technical infrastructure among human rights/child rights activists in Uvira area. This includes technological infrastructure such as cellular phones and related equipment, as well as heightened awareness and education on international human rights standards and practices. 
