
C O M M U N IQ U E

HOW TO HELP THE CHILDREN 
IN THE AFTERMATH OF 
HURRICANE MITCH

A joint statement by:
International Social Service, Defence for Children International 
Save the Children Alliance and International Catholic Children Bureau

T h e signatories, international organisations sp ec ia lised  in  questions relating to children and the  
fam ily, concerned  about som e form s o f  aid su ggested  in  disaster situations like the o n e  that has  
ju st struck several Central A m erican countries, w ish  to reaffirm  the rights o f  the ch ild , reco g n ised  
in  the U nited  N a tion s C onvention , and the resp on sib ility  o f  States, organisations and in d iv id u a ls , 
by draw ing attention to the aid p o licy  that it considers in  the best interest o f  children.

W H A T  S H O U L D  N O T  B E  D O N E
T he tem porary p lacem en t o f  children in  
fam ilies abroad as w e ll as intercountry  
adoption are not adequate assistance m eas
ures for children in  the even t o f  a natural 
disaster. T he signatories ad vise  against the  
placem ent - e v e n  tem porary - o f  children in  
other countries, either neighbouring or 
distant countries.

E vacuating ch ildren or p lacing them  
tem porarily in fa m ilie s  abroad is m ore  
traumatic than u sefu l for the children in 
vo lved . T he ch an ge o f  environm ent is an  
additional upheaval co m in g  on top o f  the 
various traum as the ch ild  has just lived  
through. R eturning h om e later w ill b e  a 
sh ock  for the ch ild  w h o  w ill have to adapt 
on ce m ore.

W H A T  S H O U L D  B E  D O N E  IN  
T H E  C H IL D R E N ’ S IN T E R E S T  ?
• keep the  c h ild re n  in  th e ir  u su a l 
s u rro u n d in g s
D uring the em ergen cy  phase efforts m ust 
fo cu s on  p rovid in g  a b asic  protection for  
children (shelter, fo o d , m ed ica l care, a ffec 
tion , p sy ch o lo g ica l support, education) in  
their norm al surroundings together w ith  
other children or adult m em bers o f  their 
fam ily  or com m unity . W e recom m end that 
public and private organisations in  the

international com m unity  prom ote and support 
program m es that help  to  ach ieve this o b jectiv e .

• w hen  c h ild re n  a re  w ith  th e ir  fa m ily  
o r  m em bers o f th e ir  co m m u n ity
E very effort m ust be m ade to enable ch ildren , for  
w h o m  a fam ily  m em ber (parents or the en larged  
fam ily ) has been  id entified , to stay w ith  th is  
fam ily , including during the em ergency  phase. 
H elp m ust be provided to support fa m ilie s  in  
need  so  that they care for their children. D uring  
the em ergen cy  phase w h en  a ch ild  has n o  fa m ily  
m em ber but is in  the care o f  p eople from  h is/h er  
com m unity , help  shou ld  be g iven  to th ese  tem p o 
rary foster fam ilies to  enable the ch ild  to  stay  
w ith  them .

• w hen  the  c h ild re n  a re  separa ted  fro m  
th e ir  im m e d ia te  fa m ily

It is  essentia l to  id en tify  u n accom p an ied  
children as soon  as p o ssib le , that is th o se  w h o  
are separated from  their parents and w h ere there  
is n o  responsib le adult either by law  or cu stom .

E very effort m ust be m ade to gather the  
n ecessary  inform ation rapidly to id en tify  the  
children, to  reconstitute their past, to  d isco v er  
their fam ily  and com m u n ity  links. T h is in form a
tion  m akes it p o ssib le  to  carry out a search  later  
for persons lik e ly  to take care o f  the ch ild  for  
good .

D uring the em ergen cy  phase, ch ildren  at 
present unaccom panied  m ust as far as p o ss ib le
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b e  taken care o f  at the lo ca l le v e l, either in  
fo ster  fa m ilie s  w ith in  their com m unity, or be  
a ssem b led  in  ex istin g  institutions. Setting up  
n ew  institutions shou ld  as far as p ossib le  be  
a vo id ed  and in  ca se  it is  ab so lu tely  necessary  
during the em ergen cy  period, th ey  should  be  
con sid ered  as tem porary transit centers until 
fa m ily  so lu tion s are m et.

It is  im portant to clearly  identify  the 
p eo p le  or institutions the ch ild  is  entrusted to, 
b eca u se  the risks o f  trafficking in  children  
increase in  tim es o f  upheaval.

T he search for m em bers o f  the fam ily  or 
o f  the c h ild ’s com m u n ity  m ust b e  started very  
q u ick ly  and carry on  for at least a year. In fact, 
b ecau se  o f  the ch aos caused  b y  the disaster, the  
d isp lacem en t o f  p eo p le  as w e ll as the c o 
ordination  o f  in form ation  are d ifficu lt for  
m any m onths. P eop le  cou ld  h ave survived or 
b een  lo o k in g  for som eon e w ithout b ein g  able  
to  m ake it know n. C oordination  o f  inform ation  
at a national le v e l shou ld  b e  encouraged. I f  
there is  a n eed  for tracing and reunification  
program m es, th ese should  b e  coordinated by  
an agen cy  w hith  exp erien ce  in fam ily  and 
com m u n ity  reunification .

• w hen  th e  em ergency phase is  o ve r 
C hildren for w h o m  n o fam ily  m em ber (parents 
or enlarged  fam ily ) has b een  identified  by the 
end o f  the search period, w ill be taken care o f  
through foster care or adoption. T hey w ill be  
p laced  w ith  fam ilies in  their com m unity, their 
country, or their fam ily  m em bers liv in g  
abroad, o n ce  these fa m ilie s  are seen  to be  
capable o f  ensuring their protection . It is  to  be  
exp ected  that a num ber o f  parents w ho have  
lo s t  children in  the d isaster w ill be ready to  
w e lc o m e  others into their fam ily . M oreover, 
the tradition o f  fam ily  and com m u n ity  solidar
ity  is  strong in  Central A m erica. It is  therefore  
im portant that international assistance supports 
th is so lidarity  rather than run counter to it.

• in te rc o u n try  a d o p tio n
O n ly  w h en  all the ab ove-m en tion ed  steps  

and precautions have b een  taken, can  
intercountry adoption be considered . Other 
than intra-fam ily adoption, it should  on ly  
con cern  the few  ex cep tion a l cases w here no  
so lu tion  can b e  found  for ch ildren in  their 
country. It shou ld  under no circum stances be

arranged during the em ergen cy  p h ase and  
during the first year o f  reconstruction .

C O N C L U S IO N
T he sign atories recom m end that aid co n cen 
trates, on  the o n e  hand, on  supporting fa m ilie s  
to  ensure their survival, on  em ergen cy  health  
and fo o d  program m es and the rapid recon 
struction o f  fam ily  and com m u n ity  liv in g  areas 
and, o n  the other hand, on  the rebu ild ing o f  
variou s infrastructures as w e ll as the ren ew al 
o f  agriculture and other sources o f  fa m ily  
in co m e.

T he signatories recom m en d that p erson s  
and organ isations, w ish in g  to help  the ch ildren  
o f  C entral A m erica  b y  sh o w in g  th em  resp ect, 
honour the princip les sp e lled  out a b o v e  and  
m ake their financia l or p rofession a l contribu
tion  to the N o n  G overnm ental O rganisations  
(N G O s) or G overnm ental O rganisations that 
are com m itted  to act to  ensure that ch ildren  are 
not separated from  their fa m ily  or their c o m 
m unity  - ev en  tem porarily - and that u n a cco m 
p an ied  ch ildren be reintegrated in  their fam ily , 
their com m u n ity  or substitute h om es in  their  
country.

Young people concerned...
con t from  p. 7

c o m m u n ic a t in g  w it h  o th e r  p e o p le  fr o m  
r o u n d  th e  w o r ld  a n d  A u s tr a lia .

T h e  p r o je c t  h a s  s o  far in v o lv e d  s t u d e n t s  in  
A u s tr a lia ,  K e n y a , U S A , K y r g y z s ta n  a n d  
T h a ila n d . It o p e r a te s  th r o u g h  th e  I* E A R N  
n e t w o r k  w h ic h  l in k s  s t u d e n t s  a r o u n d  t h e  
w o r ld  in  p r o je c ts  u s in g  th e  I n te r n e t .th e  
T h e  w o r k  d o n e  in  th e  p r o je c t  c a n  b e  s e e n  
o n  th e  p r o je c t  w e b s i t e  at:

h t t p : / /w w w .p e g .a p c .o r g /  ~ b a i m s s e c /  
m a r c h e s

T h e  p e o p le  in v o lv e d  in  th e  c h ild  la b o u r  
p r o je c t  a re  R y a n  H a ll,  S a n d r a  G r a n t, 
S a m a n th a  J o h a n s e n , C o lin  B r o u g h to n  
(S h u b ) , K a tr in a  R in g la n d , J e ss  M c M a h o n  
a n d  N ic h o la s  H u r le y . T h e s e  a re  a l l  s tu 
d e n t s  fr o m  B a im s d a le  S e c o n d a r y  C o l le g e  
in  V ic to r ia , A u s tr a lia .

B o b  Carter, P roject C o-ordinator  
b a im ssec@ p eg .a p c .o rg
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