
Good morning, 

Let me first of all thank you warmly for this invitation to Defence for Children International.  

A few words about our organisation… 

Defence for Children International is a leading child-rights focused and membership-

based grassroots Movement currently composed of over 35 National Sections across 

five continents. Created in 1979 during the International Year of the Child, in Geneva-

Switzerland., DCI coordinated the NGO input for the drafting of the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) up to its adoption in 1989. Our 

overarching priority is Justice for Children, together with the fight against violence, 

children on the move and children in armed conflicts. 

 

As the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Michelle Bachelet, reported recently to 

the Human Rights Council currently in session, “…Much of the negative impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic has been exacerbated by a failure to address previously existing 

structural causes of inequality, social exclusion and deprivation, and the inability of many 

countries, rich and poor alike, to meet the basic needs of a sizeable proportion of their 

populations.”  

This is equally applicable to children and the rights of the child, in particular during this 

pandemic. DCI had the chance to count on some very relevant experience from other 

health emergencies, such as the 2015 Ebola emergency in West Africa, where DCI-Sierra 

Leone and DCI-Liberia have been particularly involved. 

Since February 2020, the International Secretariat here and the entire Movement 

mobilised in front of this new pandemic. Very quickly, we alerted regarding the risk of 

violations exacerbated by the pandemic or even created by mitigation measures taken 

from States against the pandemic. Indeed, one of the basic principles in child 

safeguarding and child protection is the « do-no-harm » principle, and orienting policies 

according to the best interests of the child. Unfortunately, today, one year after the 

beginning of the pandemic we can say that these two principles have not been followed 

by many governments in the North as well as in the global South while taking measures 

to control Covid19. 

In my intervention, in complementarity with other hearings you have had earlier, I wanted 

to touch upon two main issues related to children in the pandemic, the first one concerns 

the impact of the COVID19 on violence against children, including gender-based violence, 

and the second is the impact to access to justice and in particular children deprived of 

liberty.  

Regarding violence against children, DCI based its experience in the 2015 Ebola 

emergency, when, as I mentioned, DCI-SL and Liberia have been in the forefront of the 

fight against the health emergency with a particular emphasis on defending the rights of 

the child while assisting in the management of the humanitarian crisis. Today several 

studies corroborate to the fact that the closure of schools during the Ebola crisis played 

an important role in the increase of violence against children, including sexual abuse. 

Although quantitative data are difficult to collect during this kind of emergencies where 
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public services are disorganised or concentrated in the management of the health 

emergency, there is one undeniable result that was observed six to nine month after the 

lockdowns and the closure of schools, i.e. the considerable increase number of pregnant 

girls, who in addition were in some cases excluded from schools. Such experiences 

mobilised our movement last spring in many countries working on prevention and 

protection measures, including sensitising public services, youth and families on the risks 

and creating online or phone helplines open for children and families during the 

pandemic. 

UNICEF reported that violence prevention and response services had been disrupted in 

104 countries during the Covid pandemic. It also reported that, at the height of the 

lockdowns, school closures affected almost 90 per cent of students around the world.  

I believe we still only see the “top of the iceberg” regarding the impact of the Covid 

pandemic to violence against children, but what seems to be already well documented is 

that Covid-19 and some of the mitigation measures taken by governments have 

increased the exposure of children to different forms of violence, exacerbating human 

rights violations such as : Stigmatization, discrimination and xenophobia; child labour and 

exploitative or unpaid work; child pregnancy; harmful acts including child marriage and 

female genital mutilation (FGM) sexual violence and exploitation by caregivers and 

strangers; child abuse and maltreatment; peer bullying; self-directed violence including 

suicide or self-harm; violence from security actors; as well as online abuse and 

exploitation.  

 

As the UN Special Representative of the Secretary-General on Violence against children 

emphasized in her report to the Human Rights Council earlier this week: « The challenges 

of ending violence against children were already immense before COVID-19 struck. The 

direct impact of the pandemic and mitigation measures adopted in response are further 

undermining implementation of the 2030 Agenda. What began as a health crisis risks 

evolving into a broader child-rights crisis. » 

 

The other area for which I wanted to share our experience and results is the area of 

Justice for children and in particular children deprived of liberty. DCI is in the origin, and 

currently co-chair together with Human Rights Watch of a wide civil society coalition on 

children deprived of Liberty, the NGO Panel for the Global Study on Children Deprived 

of Liberty composed of 170 CSOs. Linked to this mobilisation a Global Study on Children 

Deprived of Liberty which was presented to the UN General Assembly in October 2019. 

And I take this opportunity to thank your country because Canada actively supported the 

Study responding to the questionnaire send out to all Member States by the Office of the 

High Commissioner of Human Rights in order to collect the necessary data. The report 

which has resulted to a great number of very concrete recommendations by category of 

children deprived of liberty (administration of justice, children in the context of migration, 

children in institutions, children in armed conflicts and national security contexts…).  

Children deprived of liberty are part of the children living in extremely vulnerable 

circumstances, even beyond the particular context of Covid19, however the outbreak of 

the pandemic presented extreme risks both for children who are detained as well as to 



those deprived of liberty in institutions (according to the Global Study, in total for all 

categories of children deprived of liberty an estimate of at least 7 million children world-

wide per year). 

Children in detention are at a much greater risk from COVID-19 than children in the 

general population. Once COVID-19 enters a detention centre in which children are held, 

the disease is likely to pass rapidly among the children in that centre, exposing most if 

not all of them to the disease at a high rate. This spread is exacerbated by the poor levels 

of hygiene-related resources, such as the lack of access to hand sanitiser or soap and 

running water, particularly when prisons and detention centres are overcrowded. 

The UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Michelle Bachelet urged authorities since 

the beginning of the pandemic to look at releasing detainees and in particular low-risk 

child offenders. 

UNICEF data indicate that at least 31 countries have released children from detention 

due to concerns about the spread of COVID-19. This is certainly insufficient and even 

lower than the number of adult detainees released. The SRSG on violence against 

children, raised a question: “If it was safe to release children from detention during the 

pandemic, why were they detained in the first place?” The Special Representative 

intends to use this opening to emphasize that deprivation of liberty must be truly a 

measure of last resort for all children, and to advocate for the use of alternatives to 

detention, such as diversion and restorative justice, as it is recommended by the Global 

Study as well as from the Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

I cannot finish this very short and certainly incomplete presentation without speaking 

about the impact of Covid-19 measures in the mental health of children, and the 

importance to ensure a meaningful participation of children on mitigation measures they 

concern them. DCI organised already last year child or youth-led online debates on the 

impact of Covid. We also participated together with a great number of other civil society 

organisation to an initiative called Covid-Under-19, an initiative to meaningfully involve 

children in responses to the pandemic, which included participation of more than 26,000 

children from 137 countries across all continents who responded to the survey. I want to 

finish quoting some thoughts of 2 teenagers who participated in this survey: First, a 17-

years-old Bolivian girl. 

« I think the governments should see that children are not dumb and easily 

manipulated. ... Children should feel trusted and not feel like they have to remain 

silent. This would increase their confidence and motivate them to report injustice ». 

And last but not least, a Canadian 16 yo girl who said: 

‘Even though there is a pandemic going on, there are people out there who 

experience abuse daily. The awareness, even in Canada, on how to access the 

resources is not explained in the best way. Finding that information should be 

basic knowledge for any human being’. 

  

 

 


