CHILD ABUSE

Gameela Samarasinghe

l l ow can we remain silent any longer after having
witnessed on television an evident case of child
abuse?

Of all places, ithappened at the Bandaranaike Memorial
TInternational Conference Hall during the inauguration
ceremony of the SAARC Ministerial Conference on Chil-
dren in South Asiain the presence of the very people who
had been responsible for the drafting of the Convention
on the Rights of the Child, eminent delegates from the
region working with children and supposedly sensitive to
their well-being, lawyers, doctors, human rights activ-
ists, journalists, ministers, the President.

It happened when seven year old Kamal Ratnayake from
Kurunegala, a child with stumps for hands and legs
appeared on stage and read out a speech in Sinhala and
later in English, evidently not written by him, in which
he related the story of his life and which apparently
moved the audience to tears. He ended his speech by
thanking President Premadasa for giving him, what
until that day had not been given, what any ordinary
human being would aspire to, but not have the power to
give, a reason for Kamal to live. ‘

The silence following the Conference may have been due
to the unawareness or rather the ignorance of what child
abuse in fact is.

Child abuse is not limited to infanticide, abandonment,
exploitation of children as cheap labour or battering as
most people tend to believe.

It is alrso,realising through the child, one’s own
aspirations and using the child as a vehicle for this
purpose.

This happens daily but is not always viewed as child
abuse. For example, when a child is exploited as cheap
domestic labour, the employer is not the main offender
but the parent too, as the child’s earnings are used for
the benefit of the family. Parents who pressurize their
children to achieve academically regardless of their abili-
ties or interests may do so for themselves, for many
personal reasons such as to climb the social ladder or to
indirectly blame their own parents for not having pro-
vided them with enough opportunities during their child-

“hood. Similarly, a child who must beg or perform for the -
benefit (not always financial) of an adult is also to be
viewed as a victim of abuse.

School children are frequently made to. participate in
sports activities , religious and non religious ceremonies
or political meetings. For these they have to rehearse for
long hours often in the blazing sun, at times during
school hours. Even if they do not always understand the
purpose of the event, sometimes against their will, they
are made to parade before eminent personalities whom
they may not even know. As a result, their studies get
disrupted and the health of some affected.

Ignorance could perhaps excuse some for remaining si-
lent. However, it is hard to believe that it is ignorance
that kept the entire audience at the conference silent.
Assuming that indeed it was not ignorance, then let us
hope that it was not fear. [
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