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Defence for Children International - Ghana Section (DCI-Ghana) promotes and protects the rights of children through training, education, monitoring and the provision of socio-legal assistance for girls and young women. DCI-Ghana has been educating and training girls and young women on their rights and access to justice. DCI-Ghana’s thematic focus includes Juvenile Justice, Child Labour, Child Trafficking, Streetism and Child Participation, using the socio-legal aid, capacity building, advocacy and networking approaches. Girls and young women also receive direct support to access justice through the socio-legal defence centre operated by DCI-Ghana providing socio-legal assistance of counselling, medical treatment, mediation and legal aids to girls and young women victims to ensure justice for them.
Defence for Children International - Liberia Section (DCI-Liberia) promotes and protects the rights of children and serves as watchdog on the Government to keep the promise. DCI-Liberia is active in efforts to promote the rights of girls, for example, campaigns led by national and local civil society actors aimed at influencing policies and practices to protect and empower girls. DCI-Liberia also works together with Government to strengthen the enforcement of existing laws and policies that protect children’s and girls’ rights, and is a strong advocate and lobbyist for the full implementation of the Liberia Children’s Act.

Introduction 
Give hive a brief summary of the consequences of limited or no access to justice for girls and young women, e.g. impunity, lack of redress and reparation, etc.; and then give a brief overview of the difficulties or challenges that girls and young women face in accessing justice. 

Girls across West Africa are facing obstacles  on accessing justice. This paper gives a perspective based on our work as national child rights NGOs in Ghana and Liberia. It aims to give recommendations on the measures that need to be taken by the governments of Ghana and Liberia to ensure access to justice for girls and young women, taking into account their obligations under the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, and the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child.
Ghana
Girls and young women across West Africa have limited access to justice. As a result, for example in Ghana, there is impunity, lack of redress and compensation and lack of rehabilitation. Girls and young women have limited access to information on the justice system due to limited education on the subject matter. They cannot afford the justice due to the cost of travelling to the locations of the justice systems from their vicinity and the expensive medical and legal fees involved in the justice administration.

In general girls and young women face a lot of challenges. Many girls are vulnerable to hawking, domestic work and sexual exploitation. In some districts there is a high disparity between boys and girls in post primary education. Only a small number of girls successfully make the transition from primary to secondary education.

Liberia
Practical and economic challenges
The basic facts of Liberia’s civil war are known to many: fourteen years of conflict, widespread use of child combatants and sexual violence, education and health systems broken, and an infrastructure left in ruins. Children were among the worst affected during the devastating civil war. Today, after the conflict, an alarming proportion of children have not reached its full potential due to the destruction of viable societal institutions such as schools, clinics etc.

Poor family income sources, low food productivity etc. in rural settings forced many children to migrate to the urban areas such as Monrovia etc. in order to seek employment opportunities, and consequently joined the ranks of the urban poor and unemployed. Many of these children end up committing crimes against individuals, communities and the state. 


The majority of children who complete primary education do not transit to secondary school. This leaves many children with no option except to turn to child labor.  The lack of vocational training centers or institutions has contributed a lot in child labor since many children have any other way of gaining skills. Linked together it is found that the costs of providing secondary education and skills training are high, and as such this prohibits children from joining secondary school or vocational training. It is therefore not surprising that many children resort to child labor as an alternative. The majority of girls will turn to domestic work and commercial sex as alternatives while both boys and girls will either work in commercial agriculture, informal sector – hawking on the street, transport, mining and others in fishing.

Lack of food, poor school environment which include overcrowded classrooms, lack of toilets, lack of sanitary towels, teenage pregnancies, early marriages, sexual harassment and excessive punishment have been cited as  other factors that push children into worst forms of child labor.

Development opportunities for girls are hampered. The high numbers of teenage pregnancies highlights the symptoms of a wider problem of sexual abuse and exploitation of underage girls through exchange of sex for grades by teachers in schools and exchange of sex for money and resources by older men, and contributes to high rate of maternal mortality in Liberia. Support to girls facing abuse through appropriate medical, psychosocial and legal care and security for victims is limited, and completely absent in most remote communities in the two counties.
Access to justice

Today, one of the most pressing justice related issues currently facing Liberian children is the lack of a functioning judiciary that can deliver justice in a timely manner while taking into account the peculiar nature of child offenders in a post conflict environment. The right to legal representation established by Criminal Procedure Law section 2.2. is therefore not respected.

Also the number of unresolved cases of rape of girls under the age of 18 is alarming.

	Type of violation 

	Total number
	Male 
	Female 
	Counseling
	Social Integration
	Abandoned/Unresolved/Without Action
	Resolved
	Follow- Up/ Ongoing

	Rape
	191
	0
	191
	176
	175
	11
	9
	171

	Gang Rape
	8
	0
	8
	7
	7
	0
	0
	8

	Abandonment
	104
	57
	47
	0
	0
	1
	3
	100


Current government measures to improve access to justice for girls and young women

E.g. legal reform, institutional reform, legal aid, legal education and training of public officials involved in the administration of justice.raising awareness of rights
Ghana

In Ghana, the government has enacted domestic violence act, human trafficking act and spousal property rights bill and established the Ministry of Gender, Children and Social Protection, the domestic violence and victim support unit of the police, gender courts to specifically promote access to justice by women including girls and young women.

Liberia

Liberia has recognized the vulnerability of the girl child. Its commitment towards Improving the welfare of girls has been expressed through various international treaties, National laws and policies that the Government has ratified and/or promulgated with regards to children. Liberia has signed and ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) , and is therefore accountable to the Committee for ensuring progress towards the greater protection of children. On 1 December 2009, Liberia also ratified the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC), signaling its further

commitment to children. Liberia is a State Party to a number of additional international treaties and conventions pertaining to gender equality and child rights, including the Convention on the
Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) , the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) ,and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). The Government has also acceded to the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress, and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women, and Children, supplementing the United Nations Convention against
Transnational Organized  Crime.

Achievements

The Government of Liberia has formed a National Gender Based Violence (GBV) Task Force, as well as a GBV Secretariat within the Ministry of Gender and Development. Advocacy and lobbying by civil society organizations led to the passing of the Rape Bill and the Inheritance Bill into Law, and the crafting of the Girl Education Policy and the National Gender Policy. In 2008, Liberia developed its Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper and enacted reforms putting it on track for the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries Initiative (HIPC) Completion Point in 2010. Major donors, including USAID and the World Bank, concentrate on establishing a stable democracy, changing the culture of impunity, systematic corruption and poor governance, closing gaps in access to quality education and health care, expanding economic opportunity through agricultural enterprise and natural resources management, and helping to rebuild essential infrastructure and sources of renewable energy.

Liberia therefore still has significant challenges ahead in terms of providing sufficient protection to its girl children, while also focusing its efforts to reconstruct and develop the social, political and economic landscape of the country.


The role of civil society in promoting access to justice for girls and young women

What is the role of different stakeholders, such as women’s organizations, human rights/child rights NGOs, national human rights institutions, ombudspersons and human rights defenders in supporting access to justice?
Ghana

In Ghana, there are civil society organisations including the Ghana Section of Defence for Children International, The Ark Foundation, Network of Women’s Rights Organisations, Human Rights Advocacy Centre, Plan Ghana, Ghana NGO Coalition on the Rights of the Child, Window of Hope Foundation and others promoting access to justice for girls and young women through education, public sensitisation, socio-legal aids, monitoring, networking and advocacy activities.
Liberia

The role that the civil society in Liberia plays to empower women and girls, promote change in perceptions on access to justice for girls and young women and effect socio-economic and policy change is important. Civil society adds value to already existing government programs, including the National GBV Action Program, the National Youth Policy and the National Gender Policy, and the access to justice program which promote the rights of children, girls and women, particularly in the areas of protection against violence and access to education. The relationship between the state and civil society in Liberia is cordial. Each complements the work of the other.

DCI-Liberia, Child Fund-Liberia, Association of Female Lawyers of Liberia (AFFEL), the Women NGO Secretariat (WONGOSOL), THINK-Liberia, Rescue Alternative of Liberia, Save the Children, UNDP and the Carter Center are among the leading civil society organizations that are making great efforts in advocating for laws, policies and practices favorable to women and girls for the promotion of access to justice for girls and young women in Liberia. 

The role of customary and informal justice

Ghana
In Ghana, traditional, religious and community leaders including chiefs, queens, family heads, local assembly members, unit committees, priests, imams, volunteer child protection committees play vital role in justice for community people in their localities through mediation, arbitration, reparation and monitoring for violations and abuses in the communities.

Liberia
In Liberia, traditional leaders such as the Town chief, Clan Chief, Paramount Chief, District Commissioner,   Child Welfare Committee, and the Community police forum Etc.  play significant role in the Access to Justice program   for girls and young  Women in  Liberia. Their intervention in the access to justice program is concern with mediation, arbitration, restitution, reconciliation and also responding and preventing for violence and abuse in the communities.

Also some girls and young women are still seen compromising cases of gender based violence. DCI-Liberia is taking action to raise awareness on the social and legal implications of withholding cases of violence against women and girls, most especially felony crimes, crimes against the state such as rape, murder, etc. 
Recommendations

The government of Ghana should:

· Strengthen community-based child protection initiatives

· Implement social supports to rehabilitate girls and young women victims and survivors 

· Strengthen inter-sectoral collaboration between the health, social welfare, legal aid, police and the judicial sectors to advance access to justice for girls and young women

· Collaborate with and support civil society initiatives promoting access to justice for girls and young women

Recommendations Liberia:
· Strengthen the capacity of government professionals in collecting evidence and ensuring adequate evidence for prosecution purposes- This is one of the major challenges facing the justice system, which is resulting in lack of confidence in the judicial system of Liberia.

· Strengthen the social services that are available for girls and young women at risk 

· Strengthen the capacitation of police to timely respond to abuse incidents due to limited and most of the time no logistics to respond to cases, resulting in perpetrators escaping and impunity.

�The number of complaints and number of victims of sexual abuse, including the cases reviewed by the National child Rights Observatory Group (NACROG), covering the years 2008-2011.


The NACROG has been functioning with limited capacity to conduct monitoring and observation since 2010, therefore the information collected does not fully express the extent and scope of child abuse in the country.





