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Abstract
The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) articulates children’s rights to
be heard and to participate in decisions that affect them. In spite of widespread
ratification of the CRC, and the recognition of youth as a major stakeholder group
with the right to participate in conversations related to climate change, children
have not been adequately included in climate change decision-making at a global
level, and attempts to facilitate their participation have rarely been more than
tokenistic. This paper looks at this issue and pleads for better inclusion of children
in conversations and decision-making on climate change.
Keywords: climate change, Convention on the Rights of the Child, climate justice,
child participation, child rights
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The General Assembly of the United Nations (UN) adopted the Convention on the
Rights of the Child (CRC) in 1989. It has now been ratified by 196 countries,
making it the most highly ratified human rights treaty in history.1 The CRC
recognizes specific rights for every child under the age of 18, through 54 articles
and a set of optional protocols. Because the CRC acknowledges that rights have a
significant impact on children’s health and development, it lays out the rights to
participate and to be heard as core principles of the treaty (United Nations General
Assembly, 1989). Despite ratification of the CRC by almost every member of the
UN, many children are finding it difficult to exercise these rights. We, as adults
charged with upholding the CRC, are failing to provide environments for our
children and youth that enable them to fulfill their rights, including the rights to be
heard and to participate in decision-making on issues that affect their lives (CRC
Article 12; United Nations General Assembly, 1989). Of all the issues that affect the
lives and futures of children, perhaps the most pressing is climate change.
We are now living in what some describe as the Anthropocene epoch, a period of
time that began with mass industrialization, during which human activity has
disrupted Earth’s natural systems (Whitmee et al., 2015). We have arrived at a
point where life on Earth is threatened in quality, quantity, and diversity as a result
of the disturbances in ecological determinants of health, such as water, air, natural
resources, climate, and contaminants (Hancock, Spady, & Soskolne, 2015).
Exploitation of natural resources and an increase in greenhouse gas emissions
leading to global warming has resulted in habitat loss and major disruptions to the
food cycles of many species, contributing to a sharp rise in the rate of species
extinctions worldwide (Center for Biological Diversity, n.d.). Since species do not
exist in isolation, every extinction has ripple effects, and some extinctions have
already had immediate negative impacts for human life, such as a decline in crops
due to the loss of pollinators (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations, 2008). The Lancet Commission on Planetary Health points out that this is
an issue that spans generations:
We have been mortgaging the health of future generations to realise
economic and development gains in the present. By unsustainably exploiting
nature’s resources, human civilisation has flourished but now risks
substantial health effects from the degradation of nature’s life support
systems in the future (Whitmee et al., 2015, p. 1973).
Through short-sighted mismanagement of our planet’s resources, past and current
generations have set in motion a process that will continue to unfold long after
those of us alive today are gone.
There are a few concepts that are integral to understanding how climate change
affects the rights of children. Climate justice is an approach to climate action that
links human rights with development in order to safeguard the rights of the most
vulnerable (Mary Robinson Foundation, 2015). The climate justice approach
encompasses dimensions of both place and time, utilizing the concepts of
1

All UN member states except the United States of America have ratified the CRC.
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intergenerational equity and international equity. Intergenerational equity (fairness
between generations) is the idea that we have inherited the earth from previous
generations, and we are obligated to pass it on in good condition to future
generations (Mary Robinson Foundation, 2015; Weiss, 1990). International equity
(fairness between nations), in the context of climate change, acknowledges that
countries differ in their contributions to climate change, their vulnerability to the
effects of climate change, and in their ability to mitigate the causes of climate
change; therefore, the international burden of reducing climate change risk should
be distributed fairly (Cazorla & Toman, 2000). The world population is undergoing a
sharp demographic shift. It is estimated that by 2025, the world’s least-developed
countries will contain almost one-quarter of the worldwide population of children
under the age of five (United Nations, 2010). Although these countries have
generally contributed less to climate change than more developed countries, due to
their limited resources and a lack of mechanisms to cope with devastating climatic
events such as drought and rising sea levels, they are likely to bear the brunt of the
effects of climate change (United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change, 2007). Furthermore, it is the youngest citizens of these countries that will
be the most affected (Commission on Social Determinants of Health, 2008). Our
treatment of the planet has created a life-threatening situation in which generations
to come will suffer more than the present population, and children in the world’s
least developed countries will suffer most of all.
Childhood is a vulnerable stage of human development, placing children at a higher
risk of negative impacts from climate change in a number of ways. Malnutrition is
already one of the greatest contributors to the mortality of children under the age
of five worldwide (UNICEF, n.d.), and climate change is likely to increase food
shortages resulting from amplified natural events such as heat, cold, drought, rain,
and flooding (Whitmee et al., 2015). Since children tend to be curious and often
play outdoors, they are at a higher risk of being exposed to environmental health
hazards, such as radiation or accumulated contaminants. Due to the relative
fragility of children’s bodies, they are generally at a disadvantage when faced with
floods, storms, and other severe weather conditions, and endure the heaviest
losses from natural disasters (Gibbons, 2014; Martin, 2010). Climate change is
contributing to a sharp increase in the number of children affected by natural
disasters, estimated to reach up to 175 million per year by the year 2020; the vast
majority of these children live in developing countries (Martin, 2010). Young
children are also especially susceptible to acute respiratory infections, diarrhea,
malaria, and other vector-borne diseases, which are leading causes of death for
children under the age of five worldwide (UNICEF, 2009). These diseases are highly
sensitive to climatic conditions and are likely to become more widespread, moving
into higher altitudes and latitudes, as the planet warms (UNICEF, 2009). In addition
to negatively impacting the natural environment, climate change is expected to
contribute to civil unrest as it intersects with the social, economic, and political
realities of nations (Smith & Vivekananda, 2007). For children, this means an
increased risk of injury or death in violent conflicts, and the threat of recruitment
into armed forces and/or forced displacement and migration, which may result in
separation from their families and psychological, emotional, and social trauma.
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Lastly, children who are displaced and without adult protection become easy targets
for exploitation, sexual abuse, and trafficking (Maala M’jid, 2013).
The children of today and tomorrow will be the most affected by climate change,
though they bear no responsibility for causing it; yet, world leaders are not
adequately allowing them to represent themselves and future generations when
considering solutions to the problems created by climate change. Denying children
their rights to participate in decisions that affect their future has the potential to
further compound their suffering. Children who have already been born have a right
to be included in climate change conversations so that they can advocate for
themselves; it may be argued that they are also in the best position to represent
and advocate for future generations. Those yet to come will be greatly affected by
climate change and need to be included in our thinking about solutions. The
existence of climate change already threatens the right to life and survival (CRC
Article 6) delineated by the CRC; the manner in which global authorities are
responding to climate change is further violating rights such as children’s rights to
express their opinions (Article 13), to be heard, and to participate (Article 12),
among many others.
Global leaders, for the most part, recognize the need for swift action concerning
climate change. This action needs to be taken collectively and involve everyone who
is and will be affected by the situation. The UN Office of the High Commissioner for
Human Rights has demanded climate justice, declaring:
Climate justice requires that climate action is consistent with existing human
rights agreements, obligations, standards and principles. Those [children]
who have contributed the least to climate change unjustly and
disproportionately suffer its harms. They must be meaningful participants in
and primary beneficiaries of climate action (Office of the High Commissioner
for Human Rights, 2015, p. 2).
Despite this declaration, children’s participation in attempts to mitigate climate
change continues to face many challenges. Children are often the forgotten parties
in global discussions and agreements on climate change. In 1992, the UN held the
first Conference on Environment and Development, also known as the Rio Summit
or Earth Summit. Among the legally binding agreements resulting from this summit
was the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), which
was opened for the signature of UN member states. Though the UNFCCC calls for
preserving the global climate for present and future generations, it contains no
mention of children. Furthermore, the UNFCCC Guidelines for National
Communications (the document which guides reporting on implementation of the
terms of the UNFCCC by its signatories) contains no reference to reporting on
developments that disproportionately affect children. This is just one example of
the ways in which children are excluded from climate change conversations at a
global level. When efforts have been made to include children in global
conversations on climate change, the efforts are often tokenistic and inadequately
supported. In 2008, the UN Joint Framework Initiative on Children, Youth and
Climate Change was developed as a joint effort between the secretariat of the
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UNFCCC and various youth organizations. Despite the fact that one of the central
reasons for establishing this entity was to empower children and youth to take
action on climate change, young people have consistently failed to influence the
Conference of Parties (COP)2, which is the conference of the governing body of the
UNFCCC. At the COP 19 held in Warsaw in 2013, youth delegates organized three
side events to highlight children’s vulnerability and to draw attention to their
agency in effectively adapting to climate change, but none of these efforts or the
core ideas communicated in them were reflected in the final declarations of the
conference.3 Unfortunately, this trend has continued at every subsequent COP, with
final agreements and declarations failing to mention children, youth, or the next
generation.
Major barriers to child participation in government decision making include a lack of
funding and staffing for child participation programs (Davey, Lea, Shaw, & Burke,
2010). In decisions related to climate change, this lack of participatory set-up
stems from a lack of recognition of children as stakeholders who are able to
contribute anything valuable. Conceptions of who children are and of what they are
capable are influenced by culture, history, and politics, leading to differing views on
the value of children’s participation in decision making (Kirchschlaeger, 2012).
However, the CRC frames children as individual self-agents with independent minds
and ideas; they are subjects, not objects, of rights (Kirchschlaeger, 2012). In light
of this, the fact that children’s voices remain absent from the formal outcomes of
global climate conversations, despite their physical presence at these gatherings,
warrants a great deal of concern. The Lundy Model of child engagement and
participation stipulates that, in order to fully implement Article 12 of the CRC, four
conditions must be met (Lundy, 2007):
•
•
•
•

Space: children must be given the opportunity to express a view
Voice: children must be facilitated to express their views
Audience: the view must be listened to
Influence: the view must be acted upon, as appropriate

Tokenistic inclusion of a few youth in adult-dominated forums does not qualify as
proper child participation and certainly does not allow world leaders to tap into the
amazing powerhouse of insight and creativity that young people hold. UNICEF field
research conducted in five East Asian and Pacific Island countries suggests that
youth have the ability to be strong advocates and play central roles in helping their
families, schools and communities adapt to climate change, and find solutions for
different aspects of climate change (Lawler & Patel, 2012). When children and
youth are given real opportunities to participate, they are empowered; they gain
social and personal competencies while exercising their inherent rights and fulfilling
their civic responsibilities (Checkoway, 2011). Involving young people in global
climate change discussions has the potential to create an engaged, well-informed
The Conference of Parties is comprised of all states parties that have ratified the UNFCCC.
See Youth Portal COP 19 for discussion of the UN Joint Framework Initiative on Children,
Youth and Climate Change, and various activities of UN agencies. Available at
http://unfccc.int/cc_inet/cc_inet/youth_portal/items/6519.php
2
3
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youth population that is more resilient to the socioeconomic and psychological
impacts of climate change (Lawler & Patel, 2012). The CRC, international
frameworks on climate change, and the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals all
support child and youth participation and education as part of the global response
to climate change. Agenda 21, a UN sustainable development action plan,4
identifies young people as a major stakeholder group with the right to participate in
sustainable development (United Nations Division for Sustainable Development,
1992). Including children recognizes that allowing them to participate has
multilateral benefits: not only does it promote children’s social, emotional, and
cognitive development and encourage them to actively engage in civic life, but it
also allows the global community to benefit from the abundance of insight,
creativity, and enthusiasm that children have to contribute to discussions on
climate change.
In efforts to include young people in meaningful ways in conversations about
climate change, it is important that their participation be a sustainable part of
ongoing government processes and in every aspect of government functioning, with
the views of children given due weight in accordance with their age and maturity
(Caballero, 2012; Kirchschlaeger, 2012; Ponet, Jabre, Hanmer, & Karkara, 2011). A
successful example of this model can be found in children’s parliaments and youth
councils, which have been gaining attention in recent years. These forums can
provide good opportunities for children to exercise their rights to participation under
the CRC, but only if there are follow-up mechanisms in place to implement the
outcomes of the consultations with children, clear channels for the decisions of child
parliaments and councils to influence the proceedings of parliamentary bodies, and
feedback to inform the children of the impact of their participation (Lundy, 2007;
Ponet et al., 2011). In countries where child parliaments are allowed to interact
with the national parliament, and the views and opinions of child parliamentarians
are respected, children can have a real impact on decisions made by their
governments. For example, in Bolivia, members of the National Congress of
Children and Young People developed 147 law proposals between 2010 and 2013,
72 of which were adopted by the Bolivian Congress (World Vision, 2015). Child
participation can have a significant impact on local levels as well. In the Municipality
of San Francisco in the Philippines, when children were allowed to vote in a
community-wide referendum on whether to relocate schools in areas vulnerable to
landslides, they were able to overcome opposition to relocation from parents and
other adult community members and work with provincial authorities to move their
schools to safer locations (Stone, 2012).
The key to achieving the goal of recognizing the rights of children as stakeholders
in climate change decisions lies in investment in integrated child-centered
approaches to educating children about climate change and human rights
(Goodmann, 2012; Kirchschlaeger, 2012). Education, a right in itself (CRC Articles
28 and 29), is also the foundation of children’s ability to participate in climate
Agenda 21 is a product of the 1992 UN Conference on Environment and Development. It is
an action agenda for the UN as well as for other multilateral organizations and national and
local governments.
4
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change conversations and to claim their own rights (Kirchschlaeger, 2012).
Additionally, well-educated children are better equipped to recognize threats, more
capable of adapting to changing climate conditions, and more effective
communicators to their families and wider communities (Caballero, 2012; Stone,
2012). For example, education was the main reason that, during the 2011
Fukushima earthquake and tsunami, many Japanese children played key roles in
moving their peers out of harm’s way (Stone, 2012).
Climate change is already negatively impacting the lives of children and youth of
today, and will certainly continue to do so for generations to come, if it is not
tackled in an inclusive manner. By taking action today we may be able to mitigate
some of the challenges to human life that the future holds. In these inclusive
actions, we must listen to and act upon the voices, ideas, and opinions of all
affected parties, including children and youth. Young people have the right to be
heard, and this right should be upheld when decisions are made about how to
address climate change. Now, more than ever, we need to advocate for these rights
so we can collaboratively advance intergenerational climate justice. Let us listen to
the voice of our children and youth who need our support to exercise their rights.
Let us act upon on their visions and plans, as reflected in a summary of comments
and letters from young people all over the world at UNICEF-sponsored conferences:
We would like to move forward with a multigenerational, multidisciplinary
vision: Working together, leaders and youth can redesign how society
operates. Together we can lobby for a holistic education and climate-change
curriculum so that today’s youth are not only climate-change literate but are
equipped with the tools to act. We are willing to make a difference (UNICEF,
2007, p. 3).
The exclusion and/or merely tokenistic inclusion of children in global conversations
on climate change undermines the global community’s accountability to children
and the legally binding obligations under the CRC and rule of law. The CRC, with its
unprecedented ratification rate, holds a great deal of political will and power. We
must leverage this power to advance intergenerational climate justice (Gibbons,
2014).
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