AFRUCA PROPOSAL FOR A NEW LAW AGAINST BRANDING A CHILD AS A WITCH OR DEMONISING A CHILD AND CARRYING OUT EXORCISM RITES ON A CHILD.
Background

There has been a rise in the number of cases involving children of African origin experiencing extreme forms of abuse following accusations of witchcraft. To be called a witch in the African context presupposes that the person is an evil person, responsible for wicked acts and causing untold suffering and distress on other people, even killing people. Once a child has been diagnosed or identified as a witch, a catalogue of abusive actions follows in response to what people believe is a way of countering evil. The form of abuse experienced is usually two-fold:

1. Within Families and in the community

This involves:

· The subsequent psychological and emotional abuse experienced in the form of verbal abuse, curses, and the knowledge that one is hated by everyone because one is a witch. The self torture that follows the belief that one is a witch responsible for wicked acts on people.
· Physical abuse – to beat the devil out, but also to punish. Includes beating with heavy implements, stamping on stomachs, kicking, punching, starving in the form of  fasting. This can go on for days on end.
· Neglect. Isolation from others. Lack of care, attention, including medical attention. Sometimes children miss education or are not able to concentrate at school because of the abuses highlighted above
· Sexual Abuse. In some cases, the isolation makes victims prone to additional sexual abuse in the hands of opportunists, since no one cares what happens to them.

2. Within Faith Organisations

Even though accusations of witchcraft are borne out of cultural beliefs, most Africans who are Christians believe the church has the best answer to solving this problem. Churches themselves see the issue of witchcraft and demonisation as borne out of evil as highlighted in the Bible, and carry out different forms of exorcism rites to rid the child’s body of the evil which has possessed it.

In many instances, the accusation of witchcraft is made by the church (ie Pastor) who also professes solutions to this. This is usually in the form of deliverance or exorcism by the pastor or other high ranking members of the church.

Child Abuse linked to witchcraft can occur in the church in different ways:

· Once a child is diagnosed by the pastor, everyone else believes this is the case. There is therefore the risk of all the forms of abuse identified above occurring, not necessarily perpetrated by the church, but sanctioned by it. Diagnosing a child as a witch gives the lee-way for abuse
· The church might practice abusive exorcism rites on the child which can cause extreme harm and suffering and even lead to death

· Once a child is diagnosed as a witch, only the pastor can “deliver” that child. This means that the stigma of witchcraft stays until that child is “healed” or “delivered”.

· If the pastor is unable to deliver that child, then the stigma remains forever. In some extreme instances, the pastor can prescribe death as the only way out.

Children Accused of Witchcraft
In the past, the following groups of children have been accused of witchcraft or of being possessed by the devil:

· Children with disability including autism, epilepsy, downs syndrome, dyslexia etc

· Children living away from home in private fostering situations as well as in domestic servitude situations

· Children living with a step parent, with one of the natural parents absent or dead
· Children whose parents have been diagnosed as witches

· Children who are “naughty” or have challenging behaviour

Effects of Being Diagnosed

The diagnosis of witchcraft is not based on any scientific or medical evidence. There is no known method of proving a child is a witch apart from the words of a Pastor or other people. There is no method – scientific or not - of proving that a child diagnosed as a witch is responsible for harming people in any way. These are all beliefs which cannot be proven. However, despite this, the impact of being diagnosed as a witch can be devastating for the child involved.

· The fate of children with disability is worthy of serious concern. The abuse involved in diagnosing a disabled child as “possessed” can be very distressing and devastating both for the child as well as his or her family.
· The accusation of witchcraft is a serious violation of the rights of the child in question. Their welfare and well-being is compromised and their life chances reduced.

· The child’s ability to fully experience education is compromised leading to low educational achievement and attainment.

· There are long term effects of being diagnosed. These include mental health problems, depression as well as other health problems
· There are long term effects of a child experiencing extreme exorcism rites. These include post traumatic stress disorder, depression, being suicidal.

·  In some known instances, children have been killed through being diagnosed as witches.
· In many African countries, children diagnosed or branded as witches are ejected from the family home. As street children, they become vulnerable to all forms of abuse and harm. Many victims also become vulnerable to child trafficking for various purposes.

AFRUCA’s Position

AFRUCA believes there is no justification for diagnosing children as witches. The scape-goating of children and the abusive exorcism rites that is performed on them as such is a violation of their rights. Our position on this is therefore as follows:

· Culture and religion should never be a reason for child abuse

· The diagnosis of a child as a witch and the performance of exorcism rites on that child lead to physical, emotional and mental abuse which cannot be justified in any way or form. 
· It is inconceivable that a child’s life can be totally ruined based on the diagnosis of witchcraft by one person

· We are very concerned about the category of children who are at risk of being scape-goated as witches. These are children living in environments where they are already very vulnerable to abuse or children who are already in abusive situations and where love and affection is lacking.
· It is crucial that efforts are made at the macro level to protect vulnerable children from further abuse through accusations of witchcraft.

· A law to stop children being diagnosed as possessed or as witches is necessary to safeguard vulnerable children from long term abuse, harm and even death.
What would this Law do?
AFRUCA is in full support of a law to stop children being accused of witchcraft and for exorcism rites to be performed on such children. There will be five elements of the law as follows:
· Make it an offence for anyone to call a child a witch or describe a child as possessed by the devil
· Make it an offence for anyone to carry out any form of ritual or exorcism rite on a child because they are a witch

· Make it an offence to force a child to fast because they are a witch

· Make it an offence to send a child outside the UK (including other European countries) to be exorcised because they are a witch

· Make it an offence to send a child abroad to be prayed for to die or be killed because they are a witch.
Is this law enforceable?
AFRUCA believes this law can be monitored and is enforceable:

· Information dissemination to faith groups and other community organisations will help to raise awareness of the law.

· Those who object to these practices within the community but had power to do anything will be empowered and will have the support of the law to denounce the practice and report perpetrators.
· Children will be made aware at school of the need to inform if they are diagnosed as witches and if exorcism rites will be performed on them or has been performed on them

· Churches and other faith groups will have this written into their child protection policies and practice and will have to comply.
For further information about this proposal, please contact Justin Bahunga, Policy and Training Officer.
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