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Environmental insecurity exposes
children to a plethora of challenges
and threatens the realization of
children’s rights especially those
related to their health. Although
children are passive players in causing
environment degradation, they suffer
the most from direct and indirect
consequences[1]. Children also
possess the fewest resources and
capacities to respond and cope with
the unfolding crisis. Drought, flooding,
extreme weather events, rising
temperatures, and desertification
directly undermine a broad spectrum
of children’s rights, from access to food
and safe water, to housing, education,
as well as freedom from exploitation,
violence, and abuse. Most of the
challenges mentioned are a result of
environmental pollution and climate
change[2].

Despite the catastrophic implications
for children’s rights posed by
environmental insecurity, as well as the
growing global movement of children
and youth calling for ambitious climate
action, the recognition of children’s
rights barely features in key
international, regional, and national
decision-making frameworks related to
climate change. Among those are the
Paris Agreement, work streams under
the UN Framework Convention on
Climate Change[3] , as well as the
Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs). 

This oversight is a violation of the
guiding principles of the UN Convention
on the Rights of the Child[4], notably
that the best interest of the child as
well as their right to be heard should be
primary considerations in any decision
that affects them. This policy brief sets
recommendations derived from the
Final Report of the Sub-Saharan
Regional Consultation on the Children’s
Right to a Healthy Environment,
produced by the Children's
Environmental Rights Initiative (CERI).
The recommendations emphasize
mainly of inclusion of children in
environment protection related
decision-making processes and
programmes as promoted by the Paris
Agreement.

Executive Summary 

[1] A/HRC/41/39       [2] UNICEF, ’Unless We Act Now: The impact of climate change on children’, 2015,
https://www.unicef.org/reports/unless-we-act-now-impact-climate-change-children
[3] Hereinafter referred to as UNFCC.                 [4] Hereinafter referred to as UNCRC



In Sub-Saharan Africa children are exposed to various forms of crisis ranging from
natural disaster to man-made like wars and violence. As in every crisis, children
face particularly acute risks. From heightened threats to their health, education,
access to water and nutritious food, as well as to their freedom from violence and
abuse, this policy brief pays particular attention to the multiple impacts of climate
and environment-related harms to children’s rights in the region. The poorest and
most disadvantaged children are particularly vulnerable, and this represents a
major concern in a region in which children are disproportionately affected by
poverty[5]. These children’s limited coping capacity is likely to be further eroded,
compounding hardship and inequities. In addition, a great number of children may
be pushed into poverty, as climate and environment related pressures take their toll
on household and community livelihoods. Despite these specific and heightened
risks, children are largely overlooked in key regional and national climate, and
environmental strategies, policies, and legislation in Sub-Saharan Africa[6]. 

Context or Scope of Problem

[5] UNICEF, 2015
[6] Godfrey, S. and Tunhuma, F.A., The Climate Crisis: Climate Change Impacts, Trends and Vulnerabilities of
Children in Sub Sahara Africa, United Nations Children’s Fund Eastern and Southern Africa Regional Office, Nairobi,
2020.
[7] UNICEF, ’Unless We Act Now: The impact of climate change on children’, 2015, 

Consequently, their vulnerabilities, as well as their right to be heard and to
participate meaningfully in relation to these issues, are not taken into consideration.
This omission is exacerbated by the lack of political will to include young people in
decision-making processes. This has contributed to a paucity of disaggregated
data and child-specific information in this area, hindering decision-making and the
ability of interventions to effectively target children and meet their needs.
Notwithstanding this overarching context, certain sectoral strategies at the regional
level are making strides in advancing child-sensitive action on environmental
issues, particularly with respect to education and child protection[7]. 



Most of the policies and pieces of
legislation guiding the welfare of
children in relation to environmental
rights were developed from several
international legal frameworks such as
the UNCRC. Since this latter’s adoption in
1989, unprecedented gains have been
made in children’s health, nutrition,
access to education, and formal
protections in laws and policies[8]. The
progress made over the years is being
threatened by the escalating climate
crisis, which poses an acute threat to
children’s development and wellbeing.
Although children are vulnerable to the
effects of environmental degradation
and climate change, international and
national frameworks on environmental
security largely ignore children’s right to
be heard and their best interests.
Children are conspicuously absent from
key policy processes under UNFCCC
including core work streams, decisions,
and the possibility to participate in
annual policy consultations
negotiations, which is rare for
children[9]. In as much as the
recognition of young people in these
processes has increased, with platforms
for their participation, children are
overlooked and barely represented. 
Although children are technically part of
this group, and certain issues related to
children and young people overlap,
children have a specific set of concerns
and needs, which continue to go
unheard. The inclusion of children’s
rights in the preamble of the Paris
Agreement represents a critical step
forward. 

Policy Alternatives

[8] ibid
[9] Joining Forces, ‘A Second Revolution: Thirty Years of Child Rights and the Unfinished Agenda’, 2019,
https://joining-forces.org/publications/second-revolution/
[10] ibid.                   [11] A/HRC/35/13

However, this promise has yet to be
operationalized and integrated into
national policies[10]. The progress
towards a rights-based approach to
environmental protection more broadly
appears to be uncertain. Targets under
SDG 13 on the urgent action needed to
combat climate change and its
impacts include focus on education for
a sustainable development and have
young people as a group to be
considered in those measures.
However, this is not sufficient to ensure
that children’s specific rights, needs
and vulnerabilities are addressed, and
that no child is left behind. 

At both international and national
levels, a key challenge is that decision-
making on environmental security
tends to be led by Ministries with
limited knowledge of children’s rights. A
pervasive lack of disaggregated data
with respect to age and gender and
the impacts of climate change further
hinders the attention children need in
terms of climate-related policies and
action[11].



Stakeholder Recommendation

Governments

Engage in intensive land rehabilitation strategies to ensure the
protection of the land and limit further devastation.
   
Allocate adequate resources to implement environmental policies
and support institutions mandated with environmental protection. 
   
Invest in child-orientated disaster preparedness and awareness
raising activities in schools, communities, health centres and
including through regular drills on natural disaster response to
educate children and communities should be conducted to
minimize the impact of disasters.
   
Abide withglobal treaties and conventions on environment, through
strengthening national policies with accountability and monitoring
mechanisms. The implementation of policies should be granted by
adequate budget allocation and accountability in its use.

Strengthen or create spaces for the meaningful engagement of
children and young people in decision-making processes which
directly affects he and their right to a healthy environment.

Children and young people in Sub-Saharan Africa are witnessing and experiencing
a ripple effect of environmental insecurity, because of climate change and
pollution. Immediate response and redress are required across all sectors and
levels - national, regional, and international - to keep children safe, foster their
resilience, and make sure their right to a healthy environment is prioritized. 
As a result of a wide consultation with children and young people across Sub-
Saharan Africa, the below recommendations represent a call to action for national
Governments and regional institutions in the region. The recommendation made by
children and young people can then only become a reality through the active
support and action of different stakeholders such as governments and civil society. 

Policy Recommendations

Table of Key Policy Recommendations



Stakeholder Recommendation

Governments

Local authorities should invest in robust refuse collection and waste
management mechanisms to process waste and clean-up urban
areas. This should include community-based initiatives of waste
collection such as providing adequate dustbins and education on
waste management.

Local authorities should further strengthen the implementation of
environmental policies as well as rural and urban plans in their own
budgets. 

Councils’ must conduct environmental impact assessments or
consultations before any land is distributed to ensure appropriate
conservation and environmental sustainability and protection.

Civil Society
Organisations

Strengthen environmental assessments and research on children’s
rights to a health environment and amplify and spotlight
environmental gaps and challenges to influence policy and lobby
for the right to a healthy environment.

Engage with children and research institutions to influence policy
makers and decisions which may have implications on
environmental policy. 

Strengthen the accountability frameworks and processes on
governmental activities and private enterprises by acting as a
strong watchdog in collaboration with communities and children’s
movements.

Amplify awareness on environmental rights, challenges and actions
needed and ensure children are not only aware of their rights but
also able to demand their realization. 

 
  Learning and Academic

Institutions
  

Integrate and institutionalize environmental education across
learning areas to ensure improved awareness and knowledge and
instil a value of responsibility that children and young people have
in protecting their environment.

Strengthen research, evidence gathering interventions and
innovation on environment policy and practice and strengthen
collaboration with policy makers in central governments and local
authorities to influence and inform policies.

Children and Young
People

Raise awareness among their peers on their right to a healthy
environment and become active in advocating for their own
environmental rights.



Stakeholder Recommendation

Communities and local
leaders

Organize and engage in community-based processes for
environmental rights, holding governments and local authorities’
accountable in the implementation of climate protection-related
policies. 

Traditional and community leaders should mobilise their
communities to defend and protect their environment from further
degradation, raising awareness of others in the territory and
therefore influencing the creation and/or implementation of public
policies.

International Institutions

Fulfil climate finance pledges to poorer countries and commit to
invest in child-centred climate change adaptation and disaster risk
reduction measures. Child participation structures must be
considered by key stakeholders in all efforts towards the realization
of the children’s right to a healthy environment.

Integrate a stronger focus on children’s rights as a cross-cutting
priority in UNFCCC decision-making processes and at the national
level, including commitment to protecting the best interests of the
child and their right to be heard. 

Ensure that the children’s right to environmental education is
reflected and embedded in decisions under the Action for Climate
Empowerment (ACE) UNFCCC dialogue and associated decisions.
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