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their voice typically counts for less 
–  both in law, and in custom. 
Children often describe their fears 
of speaking up, and victims of 
violence often receive threats to 
keep silent, and lack knowledge 
about to whom they can report.86 
  
Groups of children who are 
already marginalised are especially 
vulnerable to these abuses of power. 
A WHO 2012 review reported 
that children with disabilities are 3.7 
times more likely than children without 
disabilities to be victims of violence; 
and 2.9 times more likely to be victims of 
sexual violence.87 Children with disabilities 
and very young children are often unaware of 
their rights and may be physically unable to 
speak out about abuse.88 In India, children from 
scheduled castes often experience violence at 
the hands of people from upper castes, often 
for perceived transgressions such as accessing 
water from public sources, or participating in 
religious events.89 

BOX 7: VIOLENCE AGAINST 
CHILDREN IN A DIGITAL WORLD

As access to the internet expands, online violence is a growing concern for children around 
the world. For example, one in four children in the UK aged 11-16 years have been upset 
by experiences on social networking sites.90 Risks include bullying and discrimination, often 
with a gender dimension; grooming for sexual exploitation; and sharing of extreme content, 
including pornography and violent images. Although the relationship between online 
and offline violence is debated, there is evidence that online abuse creates a permissive 
atmosphere in which physical violence can be more easily triggered.91 The UN Special 
Rapporteur on violence against women launched a recent report on online violence against 
women and girls, setting standards and guidelines for states on this issue.92 

Recent consultations undertaken by ChildFund with more than 5,000 children aged 10-12 
years old across 15 countries reveal that children feel least safe on the internet and social 
networks, and want to play an active role in violence prevention.93  
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2.4	 The dimensions of 
violence against children

Efforts to tackle violence against children 
need to start with the understanding that 

it plays out differently at different stages of a 
child’s life, and for different groups of children. 
For example, adolescent girls are especially 
vulnerable to sexual violence, and boys face 
an increased risk of homicide, while younger 
children are most exposed to violent discipline 
in the home. 

Typically, violence against children begins in 
the family: worldwide, 76% of children under 

the age of 14 have experienced physical 
punishment in the home.94 Indeed, physical 
discipline is an accepted norm in many 
societies, with more than 1 in 4 caregivers 
globally saying that it is necessary in order to 
properly raise or educate children.95 While 
there are variations between countries, within 
countries physical discipline in the home 
is relatively constant across the sexes, and 
between different income groups.96 Even where 
it is illegal, attitudes can be slow to shift. More 
than 15 years after corporal punishment was 
banned in Germany, 17% of German adults 
consider a light slap in a child’s face to be a 
legitimate punishment.97 

Figure 7: Exposure to violence changes during childhood

Data: Know Violence in Childhood 2017
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Violence against children often has 
a close connection to violence 
against women, and one can 
normalise the other, where young 
children witness domestic violence 
against their mothers. It can 
also reinforce violence in other 
institutions, especially schools 
and nurseries, where treatment of 
children usually depends on the 
tacit support of the community. A 
study in Brazil, by World Vision 
and Instituto Igarapé, found that 
40% of children do not feel safe 
in school, and 25% suffer or have 
already suffered threats, or physical or 
verbal violence.98 A similar survey carried 
out by Save the Children in Peru reported 
that 45% of adolescent children have seen 
someone beaten at school.99 Despite the 
evidence that violence in and around schools 
worsens learning outcomes, and contributes 
to school drop-out, 69 countries around the 
world continue to allow teachers to use physical 
punishment in schools.100

“Our teachers come to the 
classroom with a mobile phone in 
one hand and a cane in the other.”

Mehedi*, Bangladesh

Child protection systems in many countries do a 
poor job of preventing, and responding to cases 
of violence in home and community settings. In 
part, this is because they’re relatively new, and 
widely under-funded, but also because such 
violence is often viewed as being an inevitable, 
if unfortunate fact of life.101 Protection services 
are especially weak where children are on the 
move. Children in humanitarian contexts, who 
are often unaccompanied and separated from 
parents, are particularly in need of stronger 
support, with targeted efforts needed to integrate 
child protection into emergency preparedness, 
response, and reconstruction processes, and 
to manage vulnerable children as they cross 
national borders.102 103   

Shortcomings in 
child protection extend to justice systems in 
many countries. Around the world, children 
continue to be tried in adult courts; are 
incarcerated with adults; and lack specialised 
support or care. Children who live and work 
on the streets, and children who are separated 
from their parents, face a higher-than-average 
risk of police harassment, unfair arrest, 
detention, and violence.104 Juvenile justice 
systems often lack independent advocacy 
and complaints mechanisms and are poorly 
resourced.105 

Some important progress has been made 
in reforming juvenile justice, and applying 
non-custodial measures. For example, South 
Africa’s Child Justice Law, adopted in 2008, 
has reduced child detention by about 90%, 
and in the US, detention rates have gone 
down by about 50% over the last 20 years.106 
A recent report on children’s access to justice 
across Africa also reports progress, but at the 
same time identifies serious challenges. These 
include limited specialisation in justice systems to 
address the needs of child victims and witnesses; 
a dependence on NGO-led and privately 
funded legal aid services in many countries; 
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and barriers to fair treatment for children 
with disabilities and child victims of sexual 
offences.107 In some countries, reforms have 
gone into reverse. In Brazil, rising violent crime 
has driven a growing public movement that has 
successfully campaigned for a reduced age of 
criminal responsibility.108 The recent detention of 
large numbers of children from families linked 
with ‘Islamic State’, IS-controlled, in Iraq has led 
to widespread mistreatment and abuse, while 
many European governments have publicly 
questioned the application of established legal 
norms to citizens who moved to IS controlled 
territory as children.109

Sexual violence against children is another 
area where progress is difficult to gauge. Data 
are too limited to map trends since 1989, 
and because of the stigma attached to sexual 
violence it often goes underreported.110 Yet what 
evidence exists points to a widespread problem: 
UNICEF estimates that 15 million adolescent 
girls aged 15 to 19 have experienced forced 
sex in their lifetime.111 In Sub-Saharan Africa, 
more than 13% of all women and almost 8% of 
adolescents 15-19 acknowledged experience 
of sexual violence.112 Much more needs to be 
understood about the scale and nature of sexual 
violence against boys, but available evidence 
shows that girls face particular risks. This is 
especially true in conflict settings, with sex 
widely used as a tool to terrorise and intimidate, 
including in the violence against Rohingya in 
Myanmar in 2017, and in the ongoing conflicts 
in eastern DRC.113 Post-conflict societies, and 
societies affected by high levels of violent crime, 
often also see high levels of sexual violence 
against children. Colombia is a case in point, 
with adolescent girls especially affected, and 
recent rises in reported incidents against very 
young children, under the age of four.114 

The trends are clearer in the case of homicide 
than for sexual violence: 95,000 children 
a year – 70% of them boys – are victims of 
murder. In most parts of the world, children are 
less likely to be murdered today than at the 
turn of the century.115 But Latin America and the 
Caribbean bucks the trend: the region is seeing 
rates rise, and while being home to only 10% 
of the world’s adolescents, accounts for 50% of 
child murders.116 

“The politicians should invest more 
in schools and understand there are 
not only bandits in the slums, there 
are many children… who want 
their rights respected.”

Laura*, Brazil

The effects of violence in the most murderous 
societies are often similar to those in conflict 
zones – children experience trauma and 
lifelong physical injury; are afraid to go out; 
and see learning disrupted. In El Salvador, 
schools are used as recruiting centres for armed 
gangs, with students and staff dropping out 
to escape violence: up to 39,000 students 
dropped out of the public school system due 
to violence in 2015.117 The violence in Central 
America’s Northern Triangle, with murder 
rates exceeding those in many conflicts, has 
also contributed to mass displacement. One 
recent study calculated that each ten additional 
murders in the region caused six more children 
to migrate to the United States, with spikes 
in violence as the main factor behind child 
migration.118  

The cumulative cost of the violence described 
here is enormous, on the health of individual 
children, their emotional and behavioural 
development, and the ability to form 
relationships.119 These personal costs have both 
a societal impact, in terms of loss of trust, social 
capital and foregone human development, 
and a huge economic impact. It’s estimated 
that including losses in future productivity, the 
annual cost of violence against children can be 
anywhere between 2 and 5% of global GDP.120  
 
Reaching the 2030 goals, and realising children’s 
rights, hinges on a massive and sustained 
reduction in violence against children. The goal 
of ending violence needs to be pursued in a way 
that combines relentless pursuit of a long term 
vision – that of a world in which children are 
protected, and their rights respected – with clear 
and realistic plans that deliver effective changes in 
laws, policies and practice. 
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2.5	 The implementation gap

The CRC has spurred the adoption of new 
commitments to children, in constitutions, 

laws and policies. But despite the near-universal 
ratification of the Convention, the track record 
of translating these commitments into real and 
lasting change for children has been uneven. 

There are a number of reasons for this 
implementation gap. One key factor is a lack 
of sufficient public investment in services that 
are critically important for children. Most 
countries fall short on spending the 5-6% of 
GDP that is widely agreed to be necessary 
to ensure universal coverage of essential 
health care. According to the World Bank, 
government spending on health is just 2.8% of 
GDP in middle-income countries, and 1.2% in 
low-income countries. In fact, health spending 
has fallen in low-income countries since 
2005. Nutrition fares similarly poorly, with an 
estimated $23.25 billion in additional funding 
needed annually to tackle the problem by 
2030.121 Global estimates of the funding gap 
for education, across all developing countries, 
are $1.8 trillion a year by 2030.122 

Domestic revenues will be the main way 
in which this investment gap is bridged: in 
many countries that means broadening and 
deepening the tax base, ensuring progressive 
taxation and eliminating opportunities for tax 
avoidance and evasion.123 According to the 
Overseas Development Institute, low-income 
countries have the potential to increase their 
tax revenues from 17% to 19% of GDP; and 
middle-income countries from 25% to 30%124. 
International tax avoidance and evasion alone 
cost developing countries nearly $1 trillion in 
2014.125 

Foreign aid has a critical role to play in the 
poorest countries, as a complement to domestic 
resources. However, there’s a frequent gap 
between donor pledges, commitments and 
disbursements.126 Meanwhile some key sectors 
are notoriously underfunded. For example, in 
2015 interventions to end violence against 
children accounted for just over 0.1% of total 
aid.127 

Fulfilling the promises made in the UNCRC and 
the SDGs requires governments to invest first in 
the children who’ve been most left behind. But 
most countries’ current approach to budgeting 
is a blunt instrument: classification systems 
often don’t allow allocation and spending on 
children to be tracked. Together with a lack of 
disaggregated data on the status of children, 
this makes it difficult for governments to make 
informed decisions about where best to direct 
public spending.

Low government spending on essential 
services, and spending skewed towards better-
off populations, is particularly damaging 
for the most disadvantaged families, which 
have proportionally more children, and fewer 
resources with which to access alternative 
private providers.128 Where government 
spending is inadequate, user charges often 
fill the gap – either as a matter of policy, or 
as informal payments. These tend to punish 
the poorest households, with health charges 
especially – which are difficult to predict 
and lumpy – a major cause of families being 
plunged into poverty.129  

In many countries, delivery of the CRC has 
been hindered by governments’ failure to 
put in place the mechanisms, institutions and 
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processes needed to ensure that children’s 
rights are actively considered and supported, 
when new policy is drafted and implemented. 
More recently, the World Bank and UNICEF 
have developed tools that enable countries to 
undertake child-specific impact assessments 
of policy reforms.130 However, for some of the 
poorest countries, funding and capacity is a 
constraint, with children’s rights often left as 
the responsibility of under-resourced ministries 
of women’s and children’s welfare that have 
limited leverage over more powerful parts of 
government.131  

Data presents further barriers to implementation. 
Good quality, timely data are critical to 
tracking progress in realising children’s rights, 
and targeting interventions. Over the last 30 
years, there have been major improvements 
in its collection and publication. Yet major 
shortcomings persist. A lot of data are only 
available as national averages, making it 
difficult to monitor progress for children who’ve 
been left behind, and to target interventions to 
those who most need them.132

 
Disaggregation by gender, age, disability, 
locality, ethnicity and care status is increasingly 
important as many rights violations become 
more concentrated amongst disadvantaged 
groups of children. There are other biases in 
data collection: large-scale surveys tend to 
gather data from the head of the household and 
often exclude children’s perspectives, as well as 
failing to count the many highly disadvantaged 
children who live outside of households, or – as 
in the case of children with disabilities – are 
hidden from view.133  

Data in national and international statistical 
systems are still very limited for over half of 
the child-related indicators for the SDGs.134 But 
a lack of data does not excuse the failure to 
meet obligations to children. It should instead 
be a catalyst for improved systems that collect, 
analyse and apply disaggregated data, and 
for innovative methods and technologies that 
help adults to listen regularly to the views of 
children themselves. These changes need to be 
implemented in a world that is itself constantly 
changing, in ways that create new opportunities 
for children, as well as threats. 
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Child rights in a 
changing world 3

©Terre des Hommes International Federation



36 A SECOND REVOLUTION

Fulfilling the promises made in the UN CRC 
hinges on a second child rights revolution. 

But to be successful, that revolution needs 
both to respect the unchanging principles that 
underpin the CRC, and recognise the rapidly 
changing world in which it needs to be applied. 

The power and promise of rights are rooted in 
their universality and indivisibility. Every child, 
regardless of place, economic situation, or 
social background, has the same inalienable 
claims, and the state has the same fundamental 
duties. By definition, no one right can be 
pursued at the expense of another. This is 
both a moral standpoint, and a common-sense 
insight. The child who is hungry is unlikely to 
learn and at increased risk of illness, and the 
society that tolerates gender-based violence is 
unlikely to listen to children.

The Convention on the Rights of the Child 
sets out in four articles the principles that 
should guide the realisation of rights: on non-
discrimination; on making the best interests 
of the child the primary consideration in any 
decision that affects them; on the right to life, 
survival and development; and the right to 
freely express views and be heard. In practice, 
many countries have a patchy track-record 
of upholding non-discrimination, and of the 
rights to life, survival, and development. The 
two other principles, of best interests, and 
of participation, have been only partially 
articulated, and poorly implemented. Yet it’s 
these two principles which have the potential to 
transform the world for children, and fulfil the 
promise of the CRC. 

3.1	 Best interests

Some states, including Colombia, Senegal 
and Mauritania, have taken steps to include 

the best interests principle in legislation, 
policies and strategies relating to children.135  
In 2008, Moldova adopted a regulation 
on the procedure for the return of victims 
of human trafficking, smuggled migrants 
and unaccompanied children. For the first 
time, it embedded the principle of a child’s 
best interests in procedures governing the 
repatriation of Moldovan children.136 Some 

international guidelines, such as those from 
the UN refugee agency, UNHCR are similarly 
designed to identify best interests and apply 
these to decision-making. 

However, in practice ‘best interests’ are often 
vaguely defined, and poorly applied.137  
For example, recent research in Spain and 
Germany found that despite improvements in 
legislation, the precedence of the best interests 
of the child is rarely mentioned, or respected 
in legal practice.138 In South Sudan, the 2008 
Child Act includes a statute on children’s best 
interests but leaves this undefined.139 In reality, 
the Act allows customary laws to hold sway, 
including those that allow early marriage, and 
the forced marriage of adolescent girl survivors 
to the adult male perpetrators of sexual violence 
as a ‘settlement’ – having been interpreted as 
the ‘best interest of the child’ by traditional 
justice holders.140  

“We do not want adults to always 
act on our behalf without us….
what is for children, but without 
children, is against us children”

Naserian*, Kenya

The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child 
has reached similar conclusions, raising 
concerns that the best interests of the child 
principle is inconsistently interpreted in courts, 
and in child-focused institutions, including 
schools.141 Remaining gaps in legislation and 
monitoring urgently need addressing, and all 
institutions working with and for children need 
to adhere to agreed standards on the best 
interests of the child and how it is implemented 
in their work.
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3.2	Children’s right 
to be heard

One of the boldest changes 
initiated by the UN CRC 

was the commitment to children’s 
participation in decisions that shape 
their lives. In the last 30 years, 
children have become significantly 
more visible in legislation, policy 
development and decision-making.142 
Since 2014, children are in principle 
supported to independently report child 
rights violations outside of their national 
jurisdiction, although 135 countries have so far 
neither signed nor ratified the Optional Protocol 
to the CRC on a Communications Procedure.143 
At the local level, children are increasingly 
involved in decision-making in a range of 
settings, including schools, health facilities, and 
child- and youth-led organisations.  

Attitudes towards children’s participation 
are evolving, especially where children have 
growing numbers of channels through which 
to make themselves heard, independent 
of their parents.144 Technology is playing 
a growing part in this shift, as adolescent 
children especially are organising without the 
mediation of adults. A growing number of 
campaign movements, from the school climate 
strikes initiated by the Swedish schoolgirl Greta 
Thunberg, to student campaigns on road traffic 
safety in Bangladesh, and gun control in the 
USA, reflect this change.145 
 
Increasingly, this technology is available to 
children in poorer countries. In 2014, the 
developing world accounted for more than 
three-quarters of all mobile phone subscriptions. 
Mobile services and the internet are used by 
growing numbers of children to communicate 
with each other as well as with their peers and 
families. Digital technology, although it carries 
new risks for children, can also boost children’s 
rights, giving them access to information and 
providing platforms for children and young 
people to mobilise and express their views. 

The demand for increasing participation and 
voice for children was heard in the process to 

develop the 2030 Sustainable Development 
Goals. Consultations carried out by ChildFund 
found that participation in development came 
across as one of the strongest aspirations of 
children: in over a quarter of countries, children 
said that they wanted to be actively listened 
to, by adults and decision-makers.146 Two of 
the targets that were subsequently adopted 
in 2015, on ensuring responsive, inclusive, 
participatory and representative decision-
making (target 16.7), and on public access 
to information and protection of fundamental 
freedoms (target 16.10) provide a foundation 
for strengthened engagement by children in 
efforts to achieve the SDGs.

Although data on freedom of association 
are limited, informal evidence suggests that 
there are a growing number of child-led 
organisations and initiatives, including working 
children’s associations, children’s councils, and 
media initiatives by young people.147 These 
initiatives are most likely to flourish where 
there’s some level of political decentralisation 
and local governance is strong; and where 
civil society organisations have freedom of 
expression and a history of engagement in 
rights issues. Child-focused organisations have 
played a critical role in promoting practical 
ways for children to be heard in different 
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settings, and in fostering learning about how 
this can happen safely and meaningfully. 

At the international level, space for children’s 
engagement has also expanded. The 2002 
Special Session on Children, which reviewed 
progress since the 1990 World Summit, was 
the first time that children addressed the UN 
General Assembly, setting a new benchmark 
for children’s participation in multilateral 
decision-making. More recently children were 
extensively involved, through ‘The World 
We Want’ consultation, in the shaping of the 
SDGs, and growing attention has been given 
to children’s experiences as human rights 
defenders, including by the UN Committee on 
the Rights of the Child.148  

Yet despite these changes, children – especially 
children before adolescence – are still widely 
treated as passive recipients of decisions taken 
by adults. Barriers exist at every level of society, 
from a lack of recognition in law and policy; 
to limited adult capacity to facilitate child 
participation in safe and meaningful ways; and 
a lack of access to justice for children needing 
to challenge violations of their rights.149  

These barriers tend to be biggest where 
children want to engage in civic action and 
influence public decision-making. An increasing 

number of governments are censoring children’s 
access to information, especially in areas such 
as sexual health and sexual identity, making 
it more difficult for children to make informed 
decisions and avoid discrimination.150 A recent 
consultation of over 2,500 children across 53 
countries found that children are organising 
themselves to influence a wide range of issues, 
including sexual violence, indigenous rights, 
and conditions for refugees. Yet children also 
cite concerns about safety, a lack of access to 
information, and funding constraints.151 

Despite the CRC’s recognition of children’s 
right to freedom of association and to peaceful 
assembly, few governments allow legal 
registration of child-led organisations and 
networks, and governments, donors and civil 
society organisations often create bureaucratic 
obstacles that make it difficult for children’s 
organisations to apply for and manage their 
own funds. Child-led associations, networks 
and movements also do not always get the right 
support from other civil society actors, including 
international child-focused NGOs. There 
are examples of children’s groups and clubs 
being manipulated to meet others’ ideological 
agendas, and of children being exposed to risk 
and abuse.152 

Participation can carry other risks for children. 
Children who speak out can face humiliation 
and bullying from parents, teachers and peers. 
In other situations, they can be subjected to 
serious violence, including at the hands of the 
state.153 The outbreak of the Syrian civil war, 
sparked by the disappearance, torture and 
murder of a 13 year-old boy who had protested 
in public, is just one example of state-sponsored 
violence against children who exercise their 
civic rights.154 

Adults, and organisations working with 
children, have a responsibility to help carefully 
manage risks to children, in line with their 
evolving capacity and best interests. Risk-
taking by adolescents is a normal part of child 
development, and can be positive, especially 
when children have supportive relationships 
with adults.155 As children get older, adults need 
to be willing to share more power with children. 
Increasing children’s access to information and 
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involving children in identifying and mitigating 
risks can be an important part of decision-
making in a child’s best interests. 

The increasing reliance on social media and the 
internet to exchange information and organise 
is also creating new risks for children. In most 
countries around the world there is little legal 
protection of children’s right to privacy, creating 
a risk of surveillance, both by the state and 
by parents. There are also critical questions 
for societies, and for policy makers, about 
children’s ability to erase their digital footprint, 
where it could affect their future education, 
employment, or personal safety.

Discrimination against already marginalised 
groups of children can further restrict their 
ability to participate in decision-making 
processes, and make themselves heard. For 
example, in many contexts girls who take on 

visible leadership roles in communities risk 
social ostracism.156 For some groups, including 
children with disabilities, and children who 
speak minority languages, states have a 
particular responsibility to remove barriers to 
participation.

Removing the obstacles to child participation 
is an end in itself. But it is also one of the most 
important keys to unlocking progress towards 
the 2030 goals. There’s clear evidence that 
children who are able to use their voice 
and understand their rights are less likely 
to be exploited, or subjected to violence.157  
And as the unfinished agenda around the 
Sustainable Development Goals becomes 
increasingly concentrated amongst structurally 
disadvantaged populations, only a child rights 
approach will tackle legal, policy, budgetary 
and attitudinal barriers to change. 

BOX 8: CHILDREN’S VIEWS ON 
PARTICIPATION

In consultations around the world, children express a common frustration that adults often 
disregard their views. Children who are members of associations have described the benefits 
of being organised, supporting one another, and learning about and defending their rights. 
They have also spoken about the advantages and disadvantages of online information, and 
the need to protect themselves on social media and the internet. 

“If children belong to an association they can give their opinions and give their proposals to 
those that will help us be listened to, and defend our well-being.” (working child, Peru) 

“It is one thing to seek children’s views before developing a policy or programme, but it’s 
important that children’s views are properly incorporated. Children should be involved to 
monitor if things are going right.” (14 year old boy, member of a children’s organisation, 
Bangladesh)

“Spaces for participation, where children are respected by adults, should be promoted, as 
adults think they are the only ones who are right, and they dismiss children’s points of view.” 
(16-year old girl, Nicaragua)

All quotes and information taken from national consultations carried out by Joining Forces member organisations 
as background research for this report
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3.3	A changing world – 
demography, conflict and 
climate change

A second revolution in child rights needs to 
happen in a world that is experiencing 

tectonic changes. When the CRC was adopted 
in 1989, the world was a very different place. 
One-third of the global population lived in 
centrally planned, socialist economies. That 
global population had only just exceeded 
5 billion people. The world’s first pocket 
mobile phone came onto the market, priced at 
$3,000.158 China was the world’s 11th largest 
economy, one place behind Spain.159  

The CRC is now being implemented in a world 
with a dramatically different demographic 
profile. At almost 8 billion, today’s population is 
over 50% larger than in 1989. Almost 2 billion 
of these people are children under the age of 
15 – double the number in 1960. However, 
the share of under-15’s in the global population 
has fallen over the same period, from 35% to 
27%. Although projections are within a sizeable 
margin of error, most predict that with falling 
fertility rates, the world is on the verge of getting 
to ‘peak child’ – the point where the number of 

children in the world reaches a historical 
high, and hits a plateau before falling.160  

In principle, achieving the rights of 
today’s cohort of children – especially 
those rights that rely heavily on public 
investment – should be easier as 
their share in total population falls. 
However, as populations age in many 
countries, the dependency ratio between 
those who are economically active and 

economically dependent isn’t necessarily 
declining, and is instead placing new and 

different demands on government spending. 

Meanwhile the global distribution of children 
is shifting towards poorer countries. By the 
end of the century, higher-end projections of 
Africa’s population predict it to be equal to 
Asia’s, at approximately 4.5 billion, with one 
billion children under the age of 15 living in the 
region.161 In any scenario, the achievement of 
child rights in the coming decades will be tested 
most severely in Africa, where income poverty 
is deepest, the growth in the child population is 
rapid, and where state capacity, measured by 
tax take, is low.

In all regions except for Africa, children 
today are more likely to live in cities than 
the countryside. Moves to cities have been 
accompanied by increasing diversity in the kinds 
of families in which children are growing up. 
The proportion of reproductive age adults who 
are married is declining in almost all regions.162 
A growing number of children are growing up in 
one-child households, and in smaller households, 
with the potential to receive more attention and 
investment from their parents.163  

Growing elderly populations and increasing 
migration for work are also leading to growing 
numbers of children being part-raised by 
grandparents, or left caring for them: China’s 
generation of 70 million left behind children, 
living in rural areas without their parents, 
who’ve moved to coastal economic hubs, is a 
case in point.164 Children without parental care 
are more vulnerable to exploitation and abuse, 
are less likely to be in education and have 
access to essential services, and risk long-term 
emotional damage.

©Katerina Ilievska, SOS Children’s Villages International 
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Children continue to be over-represented 
amongst the poor, with one-fifth of all children 
below the age of 5 in the developing world 
living in extremely poor households.165  
These children face a heightened risk of 
malnutrition, sickness, school drop-out and 
work in dangerous or exploitative conditions. 
Increasingly, extreme poverty is shifting towards 
Conflict Affected and Fragile States (CAFS). 
Whereas in 2008 they accounted for 14% 
of global poverty, this had risen to 23% in 
2015.166  By 2030, it is expected that CAFS’ 
share of poverty will exceed 50%.167 The rise 
is mirrored by a steady increase in the number 
of children living in areas impacted by conflict: 
In 2017, 1 in 5 children worldwide were 
affected, a near doubling of the number since 
1989.168 Children in the Middle East are at the 
greatest risk of exposure to conflict, with 2 in 
every 5 children living within 50km of a conflict 
event.169  

Just as the drivers of conflict are changing, so 
too is the conduct of war. Battlefields are no 
longer clearly defined, and there’s been a rise 
in reports of deliberate targeting of traditional 
safe spaces such as schools, hospitals and 
places of worship.170 Children are increasingly 
in the frontline: radicalisation of children by 
armed groups; the use of children as suicide 
bombers, including in North East Nigeria and 
Afghanistan; and the killing of children as a 
result of indiscriminate violence against civilian 
populations, including through aerial attacks, 
all pose a growing threat to children’s rights.171  

The indirect impacts of conflict on children are 
greater still. An estimated 100,000 infants die 
annually from conflict-related causes, including 
hunger, and the collapse of health systems and 
water supplies.172 An estimated 12.8 million 
people in Syria, and 9.7 million in Iraq, have 
little or no access to basic healthcare – in 
countries where near-universal coverage of 
healthcare existed before the outbreak of 
war.173 In Syria, it is estimated that around 
2.8 million children – half of all school-aged 
children – are out of school, one-third of them 
due to security concerns and two-thirds due 
to financial hardships, or as a result of child 
labour and destruction of infrastructure.174 

At the same time that it destroys infrastructure, 
conflict is forcing millions of children from their 
homes: in 2017 alone, 17 million children 
were forcibly displaced due to conflict and 
violence.175 It is estimated that 50 million of the 
world’s children have migrated across borders 
or have been forcibly displaced within their 
own countries,176 and the number of people 
displaced as a result of armed conflict, human 
rights violations, and climate change has 
dramatically increased over the past decade.177  

Climate change is part of a set of mutually 
reinforcing environmental threats – including 
species extinction, desertification, and 
pollution of water sources and soils – that are 
increasingly contributing to crisis, displacement 
and conflict, even if the causal links aren’t 
fully understood.178 In many cases, children 
are first and worst affected by climate-related 
natural disasters, and by the impact of climate 
change on food production, disease and 
access to water.179 Over 99% of deaths already 
attributable to climate-related changes occur in 
developing countries – and children make up 
over 80% of those deaths.180 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.181  

Climate change arguably poses the single 
biggest challenge to the achievement of child 
rights, and threatens to undo much of the hard-
won progress of recent decades to improve the 
lives of children. Meeting the challenge will 
demand serious attention to equity, in at least 
two dimensions. Firstly, richer countries have 
contributed disproportionately to the problem: 
the poorest 50% of the world’s population 
contribute just 10% of all carbon emissions.182 
Industrialised countries have a unique 
responsibility to ensure that the targets set by 
the UNFCCC are met, and that poorer countries 
are supported to manage the effects of climate 
change that are already irreversible.  Secondly, 
climate change raises serious questions about 
inter-generational justice. Today’s children have 
not made the choices that created the current 
crisis, but will live with the consequences. Adult 
decision-makers have a particular responsibility 
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to ensure that actions are taken now to ensure 
that a habitable planet and sustainable 
economy is bequeathed to today’s children, 
and to future generations that have yet to be 
born.

3.4 	Political threats to child 
rights

At a moment when environmental and 
demographic changes threaten to 

undermine the realisation of child rights, the 
UN CRC is running into growing political 
headwinds. Civil society space is being 
squeezed in a growing number of countries, 
both as a result of formal changes in laws and 
regulations, and because of more informal 
pressure. CIVICUS, a civil society network, 
estimates that civic space is under serious 
attack in over half of all countries, with a 
narrowing of space in a number of high-income 
countries, which have traditionally been seen 
as champions of civil society.183 This is having 
knock-on effects on children’s engagement. 
Child-focused INGOs in India found that civil 
society service delivery is less contested, but 
that activities designed to hold institutions to 

account; and to changes policies, laws and 
structures in support of children are being 
compromised.184  

International law requires every state to ensure 
an enabling environment where members of 
civil society, including children, can function 
effectively, transparently and independently. 
These norms are coming under growing 
challenge at the international level, in the 
United Nations and other global forums, in 
ways that threaten to further erode space for 
child rights at the national level. 

The shrinking of space for civil society 
consultation and participation in multilateral 
forums is mirrored by some governments’ 
challenge to some of the underlying principles 
of child rights. Powerful UN member states, 
including the USA, Russia, Saudi Arabia, 
China, Turkey and Brazil are challenging 
more flexible definitions of family, weakening 
references to gender, and the rights of girls 
and women in UN documents, and promoting 
communal rights and the rights of parents in 
contradistinction to child rights. 

For example, a group of member states 
spearheaded by Russia and Egypt at the UN in 
Geneva, has worked with traditionalist groups 
to secure Human Rights Council resolutions 
on the protection of the family, and treated 
elements of the CRC as threatening to social 
stability. Increasingly the child protection 
agenda has been co-opted by such groups into 
a narrative based on traditional family values 
and parental authority.185 

These tensions are a timely reminder that child 
rights continue to be contested in some quarters, 
and that some states see accountability for 
their commitments in the CRC as a challenge 
to their authority and control. Yet without robust 
accountability, the gains made for children since 
1989 risk being eroded. Completing the agenda 
begun 30 years ago requires renewed political 
commitment to the vision of the CRC, by states, 
and by international institutions, civil society and 
other influential actors who affect children’s lives.

©SOS Children’s Villages International 



43A SECOND REVOLUTION

Conclusion
A call to action 

©Sebastian Delgado, Terre des Hommes International Federation
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The Convention on the Rights of the Child 
was revolutionary at the time of its adoption. 

Thirty years on, it has lost none of its urgency 
or relevance. The CRC made children visible 
as subjects and holders of rights in a new and 
startling way. It was universal, both in its wide 
ratification and in its spanning of economic, 
social, political, civil and cultural rights. It 
introduced the principle that the best interests 
of the child should be a primary consideration 
in all actions affecting children’s lives, and that 
children themselves should play a role in defining 
those interests. It underscored the inalienability of 
rights, and the obligation of states – individually 
and collectively – to realise the rights of every 
child, without any kind of discrimination. 

As this report has shown, the CRC has helped 
to transform the lives of millions of children, 
through changes in laws and policies, and 
social practices. Yet despite that progress, 
millions of children have been bypassed by 
a rising tide of prosperity and opportunity, 
because of who they are, or where they live. 
This is a moral, legal and economic failure that 
the world can ill-afford.

The question now is how to translate the formal 
support for the rights enshrined in the CRC into 
an irresistible force for change. The Sustainable 
Development Goals, with their broad approach 
to economic and social development, 
and peace, security and environmental 
sustainability, can be a powerful springboard 
for implementation of the CRC. But to succeed, 
the SDGs also need child rights as a central 
reference point. Action to tackle the new threats 
of the 21st century, and confront the multiple 
forms of discrimination that affect children, will 
happen only where children themselves are 
able to be agents of change.

Realising the vision of the CRC, and securing the 
rights of every child, is a formidable challenge. 
But 2019 has the potential to be a turning point 
for a number of reasons. First, all states have 
committed to collaborate on building sustainable 
societies that “leave no one behind”, regardless 
of age, gender, income, geography, ability or 
identity. There is now a decade – little over half 
of the time a child takes to reach adulthood - to 

meet the goals for 2030. Agility, determination 
and political courage will be needed to fulfil 
this promise, in a context of huge social and 
economic inequalities, widespread violence, 
and the erosion of some of the recent gains for 
children. 

Secondly, there is a demographic window. 
While the world holds the largest ever 
generation of children and young people, 
children are falling as a share of total 
population. This should provide an opportunity 
for governments to respond more effectively 
to children’s needs. Yet there is also a 
challenge, in that children are increasingly 
concentrated in the poorest countries, and 
are disproportionately likely to be poor and 
deprived of their rights. Failure to secure child 
rights in the poorest countries, with fast-growing 
populations of children, risks a ruinous legacy 
for the next generation. 

Thirdly, there is a growing bank of resources 
to improve the lives of children. The world has 
more knowledge of how children grow and 
develop; and technical solutions to respond 
to children’s needs. There are unprecedented 
financial resources, and new ways of organising 
and communicating that have the potential to 
change the future of millions of children.

These opportunities are real, but they can be 
seized only if the boldest elements of the CRC 
are delivered. This will require a fundamental 
shift, in which all children are treated as holders 
of rights, to whom adults and governments have 
corresponding obligations. Giving children a 
real voice, and listening to and heeding their 
views, will be crucial to progress in areas 
where it has been most lacking, including 
violence against children. Change must begin 
within families and communities – as the 
proverb has it, it takes a village to raise a child. 
But space for children’s rights relies, in turn, 
on wider civic rights that allow all people to 
participate in their societies as active citizens. 
Other actors, including the private sector, 
media and religious institutions, need to be able 
to play their full part in the achievement of these 
goals and rights. 
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4.1	 Recommendations

Delivering the CRC will require coordinated 
national and global efforts, led by 

governments, which take seriously the guiding 
principles of the UN Convention: the best 
interests of the child; non-discrimination; the 
right to life, survival and development, and the 
right to participate.    

It will also demand that governments apply the 
lessons of the last 30 years, which demonstrate 
what is possible, even in poorer countries 
with limited resources, but also point to major 
shortcomings in current approaches to child 
rights. Governments, working with other 
stakeholders, should:

1. Reaffirm political 
commitment to children’s 
rights by fully embracing 
the CRC, including its 
Optional Protocols, 
without any reservation, 
and following through 
on implementation at the 

national and local level. Governments should 
adopt and implement legislation, policies, 
budgets and programmes of action that are 
inclusive of all children, and recognise the 
distinct needs of children at different stages 
of childhood, and the different experiences of 
boys and girls. They must identify and address 
all forms of discrimination and violence that are 
preventing children from realising their rights, 
ensuring that the best interests of all children 
are given primary consideration. 

2. Invest today for a 
sustainable tomorrow: 
governments should invest 
in essential services, 
infrastructure and systems 
that safeguard the rights 
of children to an adequate 
standard of living, health 

care, education, family support, safety and 
protection, and play and recreation, to the 
maximum extent of available resources. To 
do this, governments must raise revenues 
and spending, in a way that promotes the 
rights of the poorest and most vulnerable 

children. Governments of wealthier countries 
should support, in line with their international 
obligations, the efforts of poorer countries to 
invest in children. The impact on children’s 
rights should be a litmus test of all public 
spending, with governments tracking and 
reporting on public expenditure in ways that 
are accountable to children. 

3. Track and demonstrate 
progress for all children, 
especially those most left 
behind, by strengthening 
local and national systems 
for collection, analysis 
and dissemination of high-
quality data. Data should 
be disaggregated by 

age, sex, and other dimensions of inequality. It 
should also be analysed and applied alongside 
qualitative data, including systematic feedback 
from children and families. Governments should 
monitor progress against the full range of 
children’s rights, including those where major 
data gaps currently exist; and ensure that data 
includes groups of children – including stateless 
children, refugees, and children with disabilities 
– who are often excluded. Governments should 
regularly report on progress through publicly 
accessible products; and provide regular 
reports to the UN Committee on the Rights of 
the Child, and other international and regional 
human rights bodies.

4. Listen and respond 
to children by making 
sure that all children, 
responsive to their age and 
capabilities, know and 
understand their rights; 
have the space to regularly 
and safely express their 
views and needs; and 

receive full responses on how their views have 
been taken into account. Governments should 
work with civil society to support children’s 
participation and voice at the family and 
community level, recognising that it is a right 
that must be respected and fulfilled, and uphold 
the rights to freedom of expression and opinion, 
and to peaceful assembly and association, and 
access to information. 
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5. Make national 
commitments now that 
will be game changers for 
the lives of children over 
the next decade:

●	 Apply a child rights approach to Agenda 2030, ensuring that no child is left behind, 
by adopting laws, policies and budgets that promote gender equality, and create 
convergence between the poorest and most marginalised children and their better-off 
counterparts, while building universal coverage of services, systems and infrastructure.

●	 Adopt time-bound plans to end violence against children, in line with SDG target 16.2 
and other targets related to violence, where necessary passing laws, investing in child 
protection systems, and working with civil society – including children’s organisations - to 
change attitudes and behaviours that expose children to violence. 

●	 Ensure effective enforcement of laws and policies designed to end violence against 
children, including systems to investigate and prosecute violations against children; and 
continued strengthening of international mechanisms to protect children, including the UN 
MRM.  

●	 Urgently address the global climate crisis and environmental threats in a way that 
safeguards children’s rights, by meeting existing international obligations on climate 
change; taking steps to decarbonise economies and mitigate already irreversible impacts; 
and by assessing environmental impacts on children and young people and engaging 
them fully in strategies to meet environmental challenges.

●	 Prioritise strategic windows of opportunity in early childhood and adolescence, through 
policies and budgets, supporting interventions in nutrition, play, education, health 
and protection that yield lifelong individual and societal benefits, and break the inter-
generational transmission of poverty and exclusion.

●	 Educate to achieve children’s rights, by investing in universal coverage of quality 
education at primary and secondary levels, and through education systems promoting 
civic engagement, and human rights education.
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