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UNICEF’s written submission to the Committee on the Rights of the Child for the Day of
General Discussion on ‘Children’s Rights and the Environment’, 23 September 2016

Introduction

There is a pressing need for comprehensive debate, analysis and urgent action in relation to the impacts
of environmental harm on children, and how State Parties can and should fulfil their human rights
obligations in this regard.

The adoption of major international frameworks in 2015 offers a critical opportunity to promote
children’s rights in relation to the environment, and the Committee on the Rights of the Child’s (CRC)
focus on this thematic is therefore extremely timely. The Sustainable Development Goals recognize that
tackling environmental issues will be central to efforts to eradicate poverty and realize human rights for
all. The Paris Agreement on climate change represents the first global environmental treaty to recognize
the relevance of human rights, including explicit recognition of children’s rights, in the context of climate
action, and the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction incorporates the promotion and
protection of human rights as one of the Agreement’s Guiding Principles. As State Parties move to
implement these frameworks, it is essential that their actions are guided by their child rights obligations.

This UNICEF submission focuses on challenges that children face in relation to (i) climate change, (ii) air
pollution, and (iii) water security. The impacts of these environmental harms on children’s rights are
examined, as well as the role of children as agents of change, States’ obligations and the role of the
business sector in the environmental context. Where possible, case studies/examples of best practice
are incorporated. Recommendations are contained in Annex I.

1) Impacts on children’s rights

(i) Climate change

The CRC has recognized climate change as “one of the biggest threats to children’s health”,1 as well as its
adverse impact on, inter alia, the rights to education (Article 28), adequate housing (Article 27), safe
drinking water and sanitation (Article 24).2 Yet, children’s vulnerability to climate change impacts poses
an immediate and far-reaching threat to the enjoyment of many, if not all, rights enshrined in the
Convention on the Rights of the Child, and notably the right to survival and development (Article 6).
Children face more acute risks from climate-related disasters and slow onset events than adults due to
their less developed physiology and immune systems, psychological vulnerabilities and needs in this
context. The following information is by no means exhaustive:

 Rising temperatures are lengthening the transmission season and expanding the geographic range of
vector-borne diseases such as malaria, dengue, and meningococcal meningitis. The global burden of
these diseases is already concentrated on children,3 and the World Health Organization (WHO)
projects that climate impacts will cause an additional 60,000 deaths from malaria among children
under the age of 15 by 2030.4

 Drought, flooding and more irregular rainfall patterns can increase the incidence of diarrhoeal
diseases, a major cause of mortality for children that was responsible for 530,000 deaths of children
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under 5 in 2015.5 The WHO projects that by 2030, climate impacts will result in 48,000 additional
deaths from diarrhoeal disease for children under the age of 15.6

 Malnutrition is responsible for almost half of worldwide deaths of children under the age of 5.7

Children are particularly vulnerable as they need to consume more food and water per unit of
bodyweight than adults. For those that survive, the impacts can be lifelong. Under-nutrition during
the first two years of life can lead to irreversible stunting, affecting both physical and cognitive
development, with implications for schooling, health and livelihood.8 The WHO estimates that
climate change will lead to nearly 95,000 additional deaths per year due to under-nutrition in
children aged 5 years or less by 2030, and an additional 24 million undernourished children by 2050.9

 During heatwaves, infants and young children are more likely than adults to die or suffer from
heatstroke because they are unable or lack support to regulate their body temperature and control
their surrounding environment. Extreme heat not only affects children directly, but also affects them
through a variety of heat-related illnesses.10

 Children are at risk of physical and psychological trauma during and after severe weather events,
which are expected to increase in severity as global temperatures rise. Children are more likely than
adults to die or suffer injuries, and in the aftermath, they are at heightened risk of exploitation,
violence and abuse as a result of family separation, loss of family livelihoods and migration as
families seek to cope with the impacts.

Specific threats faced by certain groups of children

Climate change exacerbates inequality and affects the most disadvantaged children most. Poor families
live in more degraded areas, have less access to essential services such as water and sanitation, and have
fewer resources available to cope with the impacts of climate change than their wealthier counterparts.
Today, over half a billion children live in areas with extremely high risk of flooding, 115 million are at high
or extremely high risk from tropical cyclones, and almost 160 million are exposed to high or extremely
high drought severity. These children are primarily concentrated in Africa and Asia.11 Due to several
major global trends, growing numbers of children are living in disaster-prone areas and exposed to
weather extremes.12

Climate change poses an existential threat to indigenous children due to their close relationship with the
environment and its resources. Indigenous children’s vulnerability is further exacerbated because they
frequently live in areas characterized by highly climate-sensitive ecosystems and constitute
approximately 15 per cent of the world’s poor and one third of the 900 million people living in extreme
poverty in rural areas.13 Loss of traditional species and land and induced migration can impact children’s
right to identity, including their language and culture.

Girls are disproportionately affected by the impacts of climate change, including increased incidence of
trafficking as well as child marriage and prostitution in the wake of climate-related disasters as parents
are forced to compensate for lost sources of income.14 In the context of drought and desertification, girls
and women are forced to consume huge amounts of energy and time to find safe water, potentially
exposing them to sexual violence on their journeys. This burden is also one of the main reasons why girls,
especially from the poorest families, miss out on education and their right to play and leisure.15
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(ii) Air pollution

Air pollution is one of the leading causes of child death in the 21st century, killing more children under 5
than malaria and HIV/AIDS combined. According to the WHO, approximately 531,000 children under 5
years old die from indoor (household) air pollution, and 127,000 children under 5 die from outdoor
(ambient) air pollution every year.16

Air pollution also causes short- and long-term health complications for many more millions of children. It
is very strongly associated with respiratory conditions, such as pneumonia, bronchitis and asthma,
among others. Air pollution can also exacerbate underlying health issues, disrupt physical and cognitive
development, and even prevent children from going to school.17 Left untreated, some health
complications caused by air pollution can last a lifetime.

Outdoor air pollution is worsening in many parts of the world. As countries continue to industrialize,
energy, coal and other fossil fuel use increases. A recent publication from the WHO indicates that air
pollution has increased by approximately 8 per cent over the past five years.18

Protecting children from air pollution requires a four-pronged approach: a) applying greater effort to
reduce air pollution; b) minimizing children’s exposure to air pollution; c) improving children’s overall
health, so that when they are exposed to air pollution the risks of further health complications are
reduced; and d) better monitoring air pollution and its link with children’s health.

(iii) Water security

Water and climate variability are inextricably linked, as the effects of climate change are first felt through
access to water. Flooding and storms can wash away water supplies, or leave them contaminated,
putting the lives of millions of children at risk. Drought and excessive heat compound water scarcity, and
can also lead to increased concentration of harmful contaminants and microbial blooms.

Many of the regions most at risk of drought and flooding already have very low levels of access to water,
and the 60 million children living in these areas are extremely vulnerable. For example, in Ethiopia in
2016, the failure of two consecutive rainy seasons has devastated livelihoods and greatly increased
malnutrition rates across the country. More than 5.8 million people are now in need of emergency
water, sanitation and hygiene services.19

In response to climate change, equitable access to sustainable water sources must be increased, so that
in times of crisis and times of stability, every child has the clean water needed to survive and grow. This
will entail the integration of innovative and climate-resilient solutions into regular development
programming, such as solar-powered water pumps and rainwater harvesting.20

2) The role of children as agents of change

Children have a critical role to play in building their own and their communities’ resilience to climate
shocks and stresses, and in promoting and adopting more sustainable low-carbon lifestyles – both now
and as future decision makers, teachers and parents. It is vital that they are empowered with the
education, skills and means to advocate for, and effect, change. Best practice examples include:
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 In Zambia, Unite4Climate is a child-led advocacy programme that empowers 11–17-year-olds in
Zambia to become climate ambassadors. More than 1,000 ambassadors have reached over 1 million
community members through peer-to-peer outreach and education, and implementation of low-cost
community projects on climate change adaptation and mitigation. The voices of Zambian children
have been raised to the national level, through engagement with government officials, members of
parliament, and traditional leaders.21

 The Voices of Youth initiative is a collaboration between UNICEF, youth communities and local
governments which has engaged young people to document the impacts of climate change and
solutions by uploading them to a digital map.22 The reports serve as advocacy tools for youth
activists, and as a basis for discussion in their communities.

 In 2015, more than 100 children from 12 countries attended the Children’s WASH Forum in
Tajikistan, mobilizing them to advocate for world leaders to take action on climate change and water
security for children. Thousands of children from around the world submitted photos for the United
Nations’ 2016 World Water Day #ClimateChain campaign.23

 In the Philippines, schoolchildren were supported to produce a film on disaster risks in their
community, and to present this to local authorities. This resulted in the planting of trees to reduce
risk from landslides, and relocation of a school to minimize vulnerability to flooding.24

3) States’ obligations

Numerous human rights bodies have recognized that States have obligations to protect the enjoyment of
human rights from environmental harm.25 These obligations encompass climate change26 and apply in the
context of clarifying both the level and nature of action required to protect children’s substantive rights
from environmental impacts, as well as the procedural duties that these substantive rights give rise to.
States’ obligations apply to children in their country, but Article 24.4 and General Comment No. 5 of the
Convention on the Rights of the Child also place obligations on developed countries to take action on
upholding child rights in developing countries, with clear implications for trans-boundary environmental
harm and climate action, including the mobilization of resources to support adaptation and constrain the
impacts of their emissions across borders.

Procedural duties include:

 Assessing the impacts of environment-related harm on children, including the impacts of major
activities on the climate, and environmental measures on children; this requires States to undertake
appropriate monitoring and collect disaggregated information on the exposure and vulnerability of
children within their territory, as well as the transboundary effects of activities;

 Ensuring access to child-friendly and language-appropriate information on environmental issues;
 Upholding children’s right to participate and be heard in environmental decision making;
 Providing access to effective and timely remedy for environment-related harms.

As an important precondition for children’s ability to exercise these procedural rights, the right to
education must encompass environmental issues, including climate change. This is also a prerequisite to
a child’s ability to enjoy the right to develop respect for the natural environment, as set down in Article
29.1 (Goals of education) of the Convention on the Rights of the Child.
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While the Paris Agreement represents a significant advance in terms of formal recognition of children’s
rights in the framework of global climate action,27 consideration of the Convention on the Rights of the
Child remains largely absent from climate-related policies, action, investments and dialogue. There is an
urgent need for the best interests of the child to be systematically applied in shaping national and
international responses to climate change. A key challenge remains environmental decision makers’ lack
of awareness and expertise in relation to child rights. While intergovernmental initiatives such as the
Geneva Pledge for Human Rights in Climate Action28 offer a useful avenue to increase coherence, more
robust guidance is needed to define the elements of a child-rights-based approach to climate change.
Such guidance will be critical as governments seek to implement action which pertains to tackling climate
change under the Sustainable Development Goals29 and Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction.

Examples of good practice:

 Viet Nam has adopted a law on environmental protection which incorporates principles pertaining to
respecting children’s best interests and gender equality in relation to green growth and climate
change. The Ministry of Education has approved a curriculum for formal education that includes
competencies on environmental education and climate change, promoting children as critical agents
of change.30

 The Zimbabwean Government’s recent National Climate Change Response Strategy provides a
child-sensitive climate change adaptation and mitigation framework.31

 The Philippines’ 2016 Children’s Emergency Relief and Protection Act32 represents the first law of its
kind globally, and aims to improve the specific care and protection of children affected by disasters.
The legislation was developed in collaboration with children.

4) The role of the business sector

States’ duties extend to the impact of the business sector on the environment and children’s rights, in
accordance with the CRC’s General Comment No. 16 (GC16) and the United Nations Guiding Principles on
Business and Human Rights. In the former, the Committee has recognized that through effects on the
environment, business activity can have an impact on children’s rights:

“Environmental degradation and contamination arising from business activities can compromise
children’s rights to health, food security and access to safe drinking water and sanitation. Selling
or leasing land to investors can deprive local populations of access to natural resources linked to
their subsistence and cultural heritage; the rights of indigenous children may be particularly at
risk in this context.”

Corporate child-rights due diligence should, therefore, include consideration of the impact of business on
the environment. GC16 is equally clear that this due diligence should be mandatory and that
governments must “require businesses to undertake child-rights due diligence. This will ensure that
business enterprises identify, prevent and mitigate their impact on children’s rights including across their
business relationships and within global operations”.

In addition, States’ obligation to provide effective remedies and reparations for violations of the rights of
the child extends to those caused by business activities. GC16 sets out clear and immediate steps to be
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taken by all parties in the event that children are identified as victims of environmental pollution to
prevent further damage to their health and development, and to repair damage done.33

Specific examples of where business impact on the environment has been recognized to have impacted
child rights include the following.

Industrial pollution

A group of civil society organizations filed a series of petitions with the Inter-American Commission on
Human Rights on behalf of 65 persons, including 33 children, in the smelting town of La Oroya, Peru.
Residents of the town had long suffered serious health problems from dangerously high levels of
industrial pollution, and sought to hold the Peruvian Government responsible for failing to protect them
from the ill effects of environmental contamination in violation of their rights to life and physical
integrity, and of children’s rights as set out in the American Convention on Human Rights. The
Commission requested that the Peruvian Government provide the victims with immediate medical
assistance, noting the particularly harmful impacts on children, and remarked on possible rights
violations.

Land use

Business acquisition of community, public and individually owned property rights can negatively impact
the enjoyment of children’s rights. Environmental degradation from land use can decrease the
availability of food and access to clean water and sanitation, while forced evictions may cause
interruptions in education, reduce access to health care, result in scarcities in adequate housing, raise
problems related to social exclusion, and increase risks of trafficking and exploitation. In this context, the
Kenya National Human Rights Commission launched a public inquiry into community displacements
resulting from the coastal salt manufacturing industry. The Commission uncovered numerous human
rights violations and abuses, identified the roles and responsibilities of all public and private sector actors
involved, and issued targeted recommendations to both the Government and business. The Commission
also proactively organized consultations with local communities to inform them of their rights and
discuss the potential impacts of future business projects.
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ANNEX I: Recommendations to the Committee on the Rights of the Child

 Provide robust guidance to State Parties to define the elements of a child-rights-based approach
to environmental issues, and seek to develop a General Comment in due course. This guidance
would clarify the obligations of States and the responsibilities of business in relation to the
standards and nature of environmental protection measures (including climate and disaster risk
management action) required to uphold children’s substantive and procedural rights. In due course
– and building on recommendations emanating from the Day of General Discussion and forthcoming
analytical studies from the United Nations Human Rights Council and United Nations Special
Rapporteur on Human Rights and the Environment – a General Comment on Child Rights and the
Environment would provide longevity, visibility and the appropriate level of authority to this
guidance, clarifying the relevance of the Convention on the Rights of the Child to a wide range of
actors, and strengthening legal and policy links on these issues.

 In dialogue with State Parties, systematically call for implementation of child-focused
environmental protection measures by State Parties, and include a specific section on ‘children’s
rights and the environment’ in its Concluding Observations. This should incorporate
recommendations regarding prioritizing the needs of the most vulnerable children, as well as the
collection and reporting of disaggregated data in relation to environmental (including climate) risks
and impacts on children under 5, children under 18, and boys and girls. By monitoring the challenges
that environmental degradation and climate change pose to the implementation of the Convention
on the Rights of the Child, further research can be conducted to inform urgently needed policies in
this area.

 Consistently link Concluding Observations on environmental issues to the Sustainable
Development Goals34 and States’ commitments under the UNFCCC Paris Agreement and the
Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015–2030, in order to anchor these frameworks in
States’ CRC obligations and reporting. Strengthening coherence between the CRC and these global
frameworks will raise States’ awareness and capacity to monitor, act and report on the impacts and
measures required to fulfil children’s specific rights in the context of environmental protection and
sustainable development more broadly, as well as on progress made.

 Building on General Comment No. 16, recommend that governments require enterprises bidding
for large public sector contracts to disclose the steps they are taking to ensure that their activities
and those in their supply chain do not negatively affect children’s rights, including in relation to
the environment.

 Provide guidance to governments on how to monitor and minimize environmental risks to
children’s health. This should include a focus on (a) urgent action to reduce risks and exposure; (b)
improving monitoring in relation to exposure and its health impacts; (c) improving children’s overall
health so that when they are exposed to environmental risks such as air pollution, the risks of
adverse health effects are reduced; (d) providing access to timely information on environmental
risk, mechanisms to facilitate the participation of children in decision making, and access to effective
remedy in relation to environmental harm.
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