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It is an honour for me to speak at this conference. I got in touch with Lea Pulkkinen in 2010 in 

the FamilyPlatform Project, in which both the University of Jyväskylä and the Alliance for 

Childhood group participated.  And I am pleased that Lea Pulkkinen gradually got more 

involved in the work of the Alliance for Childhood. Currently Lea is member of the Council 

of the Alliance for Childhood and one of the editors of our book series 'Improving the Quality 

of Childhood in Europe'.  

 

I am proud and thankful for having this conference here at the occasion of the launch of the 

book by Lea Pulkkinen, which took shape in collaboration with Katja Kokko, and which is 

entitled 'Human Development from Middle Childhood to Middle Adulthood, Growing Up to 

be Middle-Aged'. This conference brings together Lea's Finnish network and her friends and 

colleagues from the side of the Alliance for Childhood with five speakers and various persons 

in the audience.  

 

The motto of the Alliance for Childhood European Network Group is 'Improving the Quality 

of Childhood in Europe'. For more background information about our work and organisation I 

refer to the brochure that is available here in the conference and on our website.  

 

I was requested to speak about the quality of childhood in Europe at present and challenges 

for the future.  

 

First I would like to share with you that our group does not have a fixed definition for the 

concept of quality of childhood because living contexts are different. Generally, a good 

quality of childhood refers to conditions that promote the child’s positive development and 

well-being.  

For us it is important that conditions improve continuously and everywhere.  

 

When we look at the theme of the quality of childhood in Europe I notice the following: 

1. Nearly all countries in the world have signed the UN Convention on the Rights of the 

Child, with the exception of the US and Somalia. With the signing goes also the two yearly 

evaluation by the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child. In many countries the 

government is making a report and NGOs produce their own report, and in this way the 

situation is regularly monitored. This is definitively a step forward in comparison with the pre 

Convention situation.  

2. The European Commission has also taken up since 2006 the subject of children's rights, 

a.o. on the basis of the fact that all EU member states had signed the EU Convention on the 

Rights of the Child. In 2009 the topic of children's rights was included in the Lisbon Treaty, 

and in this way Children's Rights are part and parcel of European Law. I am impressed by the 

activities of DG Justice, Consumers and Gender Equality of the European Commission, 

especially with regards to the legal situation of children in the member states.  
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3. I notice a change in consciousness in the media and the public at large. Nearly every day 

children are now in the news. The media covered the sexual abuses in the catholic church, and 

subsequently also those in other institutions and currently the sports sector gets all the 

attention.  

4. In nearly all EU member states there is now a Children's Ombudsman. In this conference 

we have the previous Finnish Ombudsman (Maria Kaisa Aula) and the current one Tuomas 

Kurttila. It is a challenging job with many tasks and often too little resources, but the fact 

remains that the function has been created and will probably be maintained in all EU member 

states.  

5. The quality of childhood and the well-being of children in the European Union is far from 

ideal, but on the other hand the European Union is setting the standards in this respect in the 

world, and all countries are looking towards the EU as an example to follow, and within the 

EU countries are looking towards the Scandinavian countries and the Netherlands, since in 

general these countries have their house best in order.  

 

The challenges for the future: 

 

The challenges about which I will speak at this occasion are a personal choice taking into 

account the context of this conference. 

 

1. Climate change  

I consider the threat of climate change as the biggest challenge for mankind at this moment. It 

is not specifically confined to the domain of childhood, but the measures to meet this 

challenge will impact the lives of children and families in a profound way.  

A key policy question in this respect could be: how can families, children, schools and 

neighbourhoods contribute to the necessary transition to a sustainable and climate neutral 

society?  

 

2. The digitalisation of childhood.  

Seventy years ago the television was introduced in our lives, thirty years ago the pc and 

twenty years ago the mobile phone and internet, ten years ago the i-phone and i-pad.  

In spite of the positive effects of digitalisation on children through availability of information, 

learning about other cultures and languages, social communication and entertainment, there 

are also risks connected to this digitalisation of our culture.  

Within our Working Group on the Quality of Childhood at the European Parliament we have 

been paying three times attention to this subject. First with Dr. Aric Sigman, an American 

living in the UK, then with Professor Martine Delfos from the Netherlands, and last year in 

September with Professor Paula Bleckmann from Germany. The title of the last talk was 

'Toward media literacy or media addiction?, contours of good governance for healthy 

childhood in the digital world'.  

Dr. Sigman was especially concerned about the impact of screen media on the development of 

the brain of young children, and Professor Paula Bleckmann made us aware that screen media 

impact our culture and use of time in a profound way. She mentioned in this respect the 
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phenomenon of Internet Game Disorder. For further insights I refer to their chapters in our 

books. Paula Bleckmann's chapter will be in our next book.  

 

3. Biotechnology 

On 3 September 2013  we had in the Working Group in the European Parliament as key-note 

speaker an American woman called Enola Aird, Founder and Director of  'Mothers for a 

Human Future'. The title of her presentation was 'The Human Biotechnology Revolution is 

opening the door to the creation of  genetically modified 'designer babies': what is the current 

situation?, what is at stake at the moment?, what needs to be done?' In her chapter in our book 

Volume 5, she wrote among others the following:  

"Developments in the fields of genetic engineering, robotics, synthetic biology, and nano-

technology are opening the door to a future in which, for the very first time in human history, 

it may be possible for scientists to take control of human evolution. This constellation of 

biotechnologies is pushing us all toward what the social scientist Francis Fukuyama has called 

a ‘post -human’ future – in which technologies may be used to change the nature of human 

beings and the human species...... That ‘radical transformation’ could include the creation of 

human clones, children created using genetic material from three or more biological parents, 

and human beings “enhanced” through connections to computers". 

 

These developments take place with little public awareness, education, discussion or debate. It 

is my firm conviction that as society we should be well informed about these developments 

and have a public debate about it and decide ourselves about the governance in this domain.  

 

4. Conflicts and wars in Eastern Europe, the Middle East and lack of Prospects in Africa 

In the European Union we have not had war since 70 years, but in Eastern Europe and in the 

Middle East are conflicts, and are wars going on. In Africa many young people don't see a 

future for themselves and decide to migrate to Europe. These are also challenges for the EU 

member states and it is important to take care in a good way of refugee and immigrant 

children  and youngsters, and in general governments should pay special attention to the most 

vulnerable groups in society. 

 

5. The dominance of the corporate agenda in governmental policies 

A German pediatrician Herbert Renz-Polster wrote the book entitled "Die Kindheit ist 

unantasbar, warum Eltern ihr Recht auf Erziehung zurückfordern müssen" (Translated: 

Childhood is inviolable, why parents should claim back their right to raise their children). In 

this book he explains that those in power in a society always sit at the table where the policies 

regarding children and education are being decided. In the past it were the kings, who needed 

soldiers for their armies and compliant citizens. Today there is a view that countries compete 

with each other on the global market. In accordance with this world view the children are the 

future combatants in the global competition and must be prepared for that. Consciously or 

unconsciously organisations that endorse this perception are shaped in such a way as to serve 

this purpose.  

Within the Alliance for Childhood we have developed an alternative perception that can be 

summarized with the following policy question: 

How can we nurture a culture where each and every child can unfold their unique potential 

and engage in society? 

 

Thank you.  


