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In September 2015, the UN General Assembly adopted Agenda 2030 Sustainable Development as a plan
of action for all Member States in order to “end poverty in all its forms”, to pursue concretely 17 goals taking
bold and transformative steps to “shift the world onto a sustainable and resilient path”, ensuring that “no one
will be left behind”.
On the contrary to previous exercises such as the “Millennium goals”, Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) are accompanied by 169 global targets linked with outcomes and means of implementation
designed to be embedded into the main targets and ensure social, economic and environmental
dimensions necessary to pave the way for genuine sustainable development.
While we never believed as child rights defenders that SDGs will replace other specific human rights
accountability instruments such as the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, we think that SDG
framework represents an excellent opportunity to integrate a different/complementary approach to child
rights promotion and protection integrated in this effort of Member States to regularly report on progress (in
particular through their Voluntary National Reviews, known as VNRs) and their work in progress to reach
the objectives by 2030. While some objectives needed more efforts in order to advance and take sufficiently
into account children’s rights and involvement, the last 16 months of the pandemic have had an additional
negative impact exacerbating existing inequalities and deteriorating the situation of many children living in
vulnerable contexts and exposed to violence. It is the case of children deprived of liberty, of indigenous
children, of children in the context of migration, girls affected by gender-based violence and harmful
practices like female genital mutilation (FGM).
While thousands of children have been disproportionally affected by the pandemic, “building back better”
supposes that Member States understand the new challenges and are ready to invest to the future,
doubling their efforts and reinforcing holistic protection systems for children’s rights. While the Human
Rights Council is in session in Geneva including discussions on the impact of covid and other health
emergencies as well on gender discrimination and FGM… and the High-Level Political Forum is in session
in New York measuring progress of SDGs with a long list of countries presenting their VNRs and reviewing
specific SDGs including SDG 16 on Justice and SDG 10, this fourth issue of the Child Rights Observer
brings news and viewpoints from some very distinguished experts and Child Rights defenders such as
Bruce Adamson, Children and Young People’s Commissioner from Scotland, or Professor Jennifer
Davidson, Executive Director of the Institute for Inspiring Children’s Futures at the University of Strathclyde
and our close partner on SDG16+ “Justice for Children -Justice for All” initiative and the COVID 4P App
initiatives.

Alex Kamarotos
Executive Director
Defence for Children International
International Secretariat

3

ISSUE 4 - SUMMER 2021
article
available in:

EN|FR|ES

Present challenges to achieve children’s
rights in the framework of SDGs
By Bruce Adamson, Children and Young People's Commissioner Scotland

Human rights must not be forgotten in times of
crisis; on the contrary, they become more important
than ever. In July 2015, Scotland became one of
the first countries in the world to adopt the Global
Goals for Sustainable Development (SDGs), but the
Covid-19 pandemic has resulted in a global health
emergency and a children’s rights emergency
which has created new challenges.
Thankfully we have also seen children and young
people acting as human rights defenders and
champions for the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development, challenging those in power to do
better. In Scotland, that has helped secure a
stronger legal framework for rights.
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In April 2020, the United Nations Committee on the
Rights of the Child warned of the grave physical
and psychological effects of the pandemic on
children, and we have seen that come to pass.
The Committee called on states to take a rightsbased response, with a focus not just on public
health, but on the broad framework of rights –
including economic, social and cultural rights.
Unfortunately, there is little evidence of a rightsbased approach in Scotland, or reported from
colleagues across Europe.
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The road to delivering the 2030 agenda has been
severely undermined. We have seen children and
young people’s rights to education, health, family
life, play, and to gather with friends infringed over
the last 15 months. Those whose rights were
already most at risk have been disproportionately
affected; disabled children, black and minority
ethnic children, care-experienced children, young
carers, and those living in poverty. Everyone has
been affected by the pandemic, but the effects
have not been felt equally.

"More children are now living in
poverty, suffering poor mental
health, and dealing with
bereavement"
The commitment in SDG 10, reducing inequalities,
takes on even greater significance now. More
children are now living in poverty, suffering poor
mental health, and dealing with bereavement.

Children have consistently told us that they have
not been included in decision-making on Covid.
Without the use of impact assessments or
participatory approaches, how are decisions
legitimate or effective?
As part of the World Health Organization’s
Technical Advisory Group on Schools, we have
sought to ensure that the actions taken to protect
public health recognise the impacts on other rights.
When school buildings closed, digital exclusion and
inconsistent provision of online learning hugely
impacted children’s right to an education and the
commitment in SDG 4.
The UN has estimated that by April 2020, 1.6 billion
children and students were out of school. In
Scotland, the only children being taught in school
buildings were the most vulnerable or those of key
workers. But of course, school is not just about
lessons, it is about developing children to their
fullest potential. School communities are places of
support and safety.

There has been a distinct lack of the use of the
tools needed to ensure rights are respected,
protected and fulfilled. In July, concerned at a lack
of a rights-based approach from government, we
produced an Independent Children’s Rights Impact
Assessment (CRIA) of Scotland’s response to
Covid.
Strengthening our work as a National Institution
requires international cooperation, as set out in
SDG 16.a. We worked with colleagues across the
European Network of Ombudspersons for Children
(ENOC) to develop a new common framework for
CRIA. Unicef and ENOC have now launched a joint
project to develop CRIAs on covid in countries
across Europe and Central Asia.

About the Author
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Closing schools and nurseries has been
necessary, and may again be necessary, to protect
life but more needs to be done to protect
children’s rights when they can’t access support in
school. Restrictions on socialising impacted the
right to play and peer relationships which we know
are so important to children’s development.
Poverty was the biggest human rights issue in
Scotland before Covid, with one in four children
affected, and the pandemic has made this
worse. This mirrors what is happening in the
rest of the world. The UN says that more than 71
million people were living in extreme poverty in
2020.
All the progress towards achieving SDG 1 on
ending poverty, has been jeopardised by the
pandemic. Many children living with food
insecurity relied on school meals, many live in
substandard housing where overcrowding and
lack of access to private outdoor space made
education and recreation especially challenging.
Social security and other supports were often slow
to be put in place. In future, governments must
ensure that support gets to people when they need
it.

"Children and young people
have shown incredible resilience
over the last 15 months"
Mental health services were stretched before the
pandemic; children have told us their mental
health has deteriorated in the last year, yet it has
become harder to access treatment. Parental
mental health has also suffered, placing additional
challenges on young carers.
Children and young people have shown incredible
resilience over the last 15 months. They have
mastered new technologies, and more selfdirected learning.
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They have pointed to positives such as more time
with families and a growth of neighbourhood and
community cohesion. We must avoid the language
of the need to “catch up” as we build upon these
strengths. As we emerge from the pandemic, it’s
clear that a rights-based approach is the only way
we can truly recover. The virus plunged the world
into a period of darkness yet there have been
unwavering glimmers of light.
One of the positives has been the determination of
young human rights defenders to continue to hold
decision-makers to account.

"Children and young people’s
participation is a core value of
our office and is at the heart
of everything we do"
A central part of the 2030 agenda and SDG 16 is
ensuring responsive, inclusive, participatory and
representative decision-making at all levels.
Children and young people’s participation is a core
value of our office and is at the heart of everything
we do.
The pandemic forced us to change our working
practices to ensure this could remain the case. Our
office’s Young Advisers Group continued to defend
human rights but we moved to online meetings.
This meant more frequent meetings and made it
easier for young people who live in rural areas or
on the islands to participate.
The closure of school buildings meant the office
had to come up with new ways of speaking to
children and young people to hear their views.
Digital listening days were an opportunity to
engage with them when Scotland was placed back
into lockdown in January. We spoke online to a
diverse range of age groups from a youth group
and schools from a wide geographical area.
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Young human rights defenders from our office
engaged at a high level when they gave evidence
via video link to the Education and Skills
Committee at the Scottish Parliament in
March. They spoke about school closures, exam
cancellations, issues around assessments, and
the impact of the pandemic on mental health.
They also expressed their frustration that
decisions around these issues were made without
consulting or listening to children and young
people.

Children’s rights will be enshrined in law and they
and their families will have the knowledge and
tools to fight for their rights when the government
fails them. Those whose rights are most at risk
will most benefit from incorporation.

Despite the challenges of Covid, I am pleased that
Scotland has been able to make progress on
securing better legal protections for human rights.
In March, after decades of campaigning, the
Scottish Parliament unanimously voted to
incorporate the UNCRC into Scots law.

The recovery from coronavirus will be long and
difficult. Yet there is hope in Scotland.

The hard work and campaigning have also had a
wider impact, with the Scottish Government now
committing to additional laws to incorporate
treaties such as ICERD, ICESCR, CEDAW, CPRD,
and the right to a healthy environment.

Incorporation of the UNCRC gives us a powerful
tool to address inequalities and centre children’s

S U Ethat2 Scotland’s
- 2 0 2 0commitment to
rights andI S
ensure
the 2030 Agenda back in 2015 is taken seriously.

We require a domestic law in order to give
domestic effect to international obligations, and
the state has been reticent to do so for human
rights – especially economic, social and cultural
rights – so this is incredibly exciting.

We are also witnessing the next generation of
human rights defenders championing children’s
rights. It is our responsibility to amplify their
voices and work on their behalf.

About the Author
Bruce Adamson is a human rights lawyer who has been the
Children and Young People’s Commissioner Scotland since
2017. Originally from New Zealand, he moved to Scotland in
2002, and became chair of the board of trustees for the Scottish
Child Law Centre before working for Scotland’s first Children’s
Commissioner, and the Scottish Human Rights Commission.
He has worked as a human rights expert for a number of
international bodies and was formerly the United Nations
representative for the Global Alliance of NHRIs. Bruce is
currently the Chair of the European Network of Ombudspersons
for Children.
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COVID-19 FUELLING VIOLENCE AND DISCRIMINATION:
LIBERIA MUST CONFRONT A DAMAGING COMBINATION
FOR GIRLS’ RIGHTS
By Foday M.Kawah, Executive Director DCI-Liberia
Liberia has an estimated population of 4.8 million,
roughly half of which is under the age of 18, but the
country will not reap the benefits of this
demographic dividend unless the situation of
women and girls improves. With strong and
entrenched patriarchal social norms and
stereotypes, violence against women and girls has
been socially accepted.
As such, on a global scale, Liberia currently ranks
177 out of 188 countries on the overall measures
used to determine the gender inequality index.
Rates of sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV),
harmful practices, female genital mutilation (FGM),
child marriage, and teenage pregnancy are all high,
while access to sexual and reproductive health
rights is low. Progress in peacebuilding and
security after the Second Civil War (1999-2003) has
not translated into actions to eliminate violence
against women and girls (VAWG) and marginalised
groups; rather, VAWG has contributed to
destabilising peace and security in the country, with
increasing media attention leading to protests by
civilians, among which the youth that makes up
63% of the population¹ expressing high frustration
at the lack of response and action from the
Government.
However, the current Government of President
George Weah has indicated a strong focus on
improving the realisation of women’s and girls’
rights in its recently launched five-year
development plan called the Pro-Poor Agenda for
Prosperity and Development (PAPD). The PAPD is
aligned with the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), which are strongly
embedded within the overall PAPD, ten years to
2030.
8

There can be no sustainable development and
human rights without peace and no peace without
development human rights. The SDGs are a
collection of 17 interlinked global goals, mutually
reinforcing when used with human rights
processes. Defence for Children International is
using all avenues to raise girls’ voices both in New
York, Geneva processes by participating in the
High-Level Political Forum and Human Rights
Council (HRC) sessions.
The Universal Periodic Review (UPR) is a unique
process which is part of the HRC and involves a
review of the human rights records of all UN
Member States. Back in 2015, the State of Liberia
already received 27 recommendations from
Member States related to violence during the
previous UPR cycle.
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Unfortunately, a widespread culture of impunity for
SGBV, particularly for rape, persists and the COVID19 pandemic put young women and girls at
increased risk of violence exacerbated by
economic hardships and despair within families.
Unintended pregnancies are also on the rise with
potentially many deaths of girls from unsafe
abortion and complicated births due to inadequate
access to emergency care.
Despite efforts by the State to implement the
international legal frameworks to eradicate child
marriage at the national level, gaps still exist
between these legislations and the customary
laws, in particular those relating to child rights
issues. The Constitution dictates that national
legislation should take precedence over customary
laws. In practice, customary laws are much more
widely used particularly in rural areas of Liberia
and affect the majority of the population primarily.
Moreover, the Optional Protocols to the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) on
the involvement of children in armed conflict, and
the sale of children child prostitution and child
pornography, were both signed in 2004, but not yet
ratified.
On March 18th, 2021, the Human Rights Council in
Geneva held the UPR adoption of Liberia as an
outcome of the 36th session. Cllr. Frank Musah
Dean, Minister of Justice, Attorney General of the
Republic of Liberia confirmed that 166
recommendations (out of 218) were adopted but
52 noted. Among the ones only noted, Defence for
Children International Liberia regrets the lack of
political will to address female genital mutilations.
Harmful practices prevent girls from participating
as citizens and are often subject to child marriage.

The refusal of the State to change the status quo is
not justified by the facts given Liberia’s continued
lack of accountability on this gross violation of
physical integrity.

Liberia’s approach also runs counter to SDG target
5.3 ‘Eliminate all harmful practices, such as child,
early and forced marriage and female genital
mutilation), and no significant progress on justice
for victims has been observed.
Setting aside these key recommendations on FGM
are not in the best interest of the children of
Liberia. It is unfortunate that the Government of
Liberia will place a moratorium and Executive
orders on the Practice of FGM but cannot ban its
practices in keeping with the Concluding
Observations and Recommendations of the UPR,
CEDAW, UNCRC, and the African Committee of
Experts on the Rights and Welfare of the Child.
On the contrary, Liberia continues to fail girls with
empty words on February 6th of each year in
observance of the eradication of FGM in the world
and no action for victims and survivors. The
Government is not in the position to commit to
recommendations
without
the
requisite
preparation.

"Child rights can never be fully
upheld unless they are also enjoyed
by all girls”
DCI-Liberia urges the Government of Liberia, and in
particular the Ministry of Gender, Children and
Social Protection to submit the overly due State
Party reports, since January 2018, to the UN
Committee on the Rights of the Child and to the
African Committee of Experts on the Rights and
Welfare of the Child (ACERWC).
Child rights can never be fully upheld unless they
are also enjoyed by all girls. Persistent gender
inequalities and abuse, including sexual and
gender-based violence, have deprived Liberian girls
of a more just and better world. Being born a girl
should not be a life sentence of inequality and
injustice.
¹See: https://www.indexmundi.com/liberia/demographics_profile.html
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PARTNERSHIPS WITH CHILDREN AS CORE TO
PARTNERSHIPS FOR THE GOAL
Read on for an illustrative example of how partnering with children is critical to the
full realisation of the Sustainable Development Goals

Authors:
Jennifer Davidson, Executive Director, and Sophie Shields, Knowledge Exchange
Assistant, Institute for Inspiring Children’s Futures at the University of Strathclyde¹
and the COVID 4P Log.
Kristen Hope Burchill, Research, Advocacy and Participation Advisor, Terre des
hommes and #COVIDUnder19.

Partnerships with children are core to realising the
SDGs
SDG16.7 is an often overlooked, critical driver of
SDG17. Our global efforts must equate to real
changes to improve the lives of all children, with
specific focus on delivering these global goals for
those who need it most. Key to delivering for all is
ensuring decision-making is representative of the
population, participatory and accessible to all, and
responsive to deliver real change.
At the onset of COVID-19, child rights defenders
grappled with discovering and understanding the
impact the global pandemic would have on
children’s lives, and how best to support children
facing the greatest adversity. Equally, children and
young people sought to communicate to the world
how they were experiencing the pandemic, in times
of restricted connection with the outside world.
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And so, partnerships undertaken remotely in the
midst of the COVID-19 pandemic have become
essential, in order to:
1. Hear and share the voices of children and young
people, and to discover and share what is
happening on the ground.
2. Inform emerging policy and practice to
continually support children’s rights and wellbeing.
3. Rise to emerging challenges, and to respond to
these challenges and new and innovative ways.
We now know that the COVID-19 pandemic hit
those facing the greatest adversity first, and
hardest. In addition, children, especially those
already facing the greatest adversity, now face the
long-term consequences of COVID.
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For those children who are in detention, in
alternative care, in migration —especially those
who are unaccompanied— and those living in
poverty, this pandemic and related measures of
confinement have likely had an even greater
impact.
Indications are that the provision of basic needs,
social and emotional wellbeing, violence against
children, and other injustices have all worsened in
the COVID era, and face further regression given
the imminent economic consequences of the
pandemic
(for
more
info:
https://data.unicef.org/covid-19-and-children/)
Strengthening the means of implementation and
revitalising global partnerships will underpin our
collective sustainable development (SDG 17).
In establishing SDG 17, the world was in
agreement that the SDGs can only be realised with
strong global partnerships and cooperation.
Partnership is the key to global solidarity and in the
light of COVID-19, to a cohesive and ultimately
effective response to COVID recovery.
Ensuring responsive, inclusive, participatory and
representative decision-making at all levels
(SDG16.7) is an essential ingredient to the
successful global partnerships we seek (SDG 17).
And whilst these local, regional, and international
partnerships may be key, it is the quality of
inclusive, participatory and meaningful decisionmaking, for all, that will be even more critical than
ever as we seek sustainable solutions to complex
inequalities and emergencies that COVID-19 has
revealed to us.
Rights-based, participatory decision-making with
children.
This meaningful global decision-making is
especially relevant when it comes to children.
Partnerships with children will be core to delivering
Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development, as they
inherit these challenges into adulthood.

It is particularly important to ensure that such
partnerships uphold a rights-based approach in line
with Article 12 of the Convention on the Rights of
the Child and further specified in the nine basic
requirements for child participation as set out in
General Comment 12 of the Committee on the
Rights of the Child². In the Covid-context which has
exacerbated existing inequalities, particular efforts
should be made to include children from more
marginalised backgrounds and groups. Alongside
the principles of GC12, the Lundy model for child
participation provides further guidance for
implementing rights-based participation across four
areas : space; voice; audience and influence.
Developing and maintaining these partnerships
remotely during the COVID-19 era is even more
challenging. One multi-layered set of partnerships
illustrated below offers a picture of how SDG 16.7
(inclusive decision-making) can contribute to
stronger SDG 17 (partnerships):
The COVID 4P Log app for Children’s Wellbeing
The COVID 4P Log is a smartphone app project, led
by the Institute for Inspiring Children’s Futures at
the University of Strathclyde, to gather real-time
insights into the successes, challenges, innovations
and learning of practitioners and policymakers. The
questions were specifically about their experiences
as they set out to support children through
protection, provision, participation and prevention,
during the pandemic. Phase 1 of the study
collected 3300+ real-time responses from
practitioners and policymakers, in over 20 countries
and across 5 continents, across 8 weeks of
questions, in late 2020. The COVID 4P Log was a
collaborative process, developed in close
partnership with 17 international key partner
organisations³ —including DCI— while also
engaging with children, and with 13 in-country
dissemination partners. These rich multistakeholder partnerships are a great example of the
key elements called for in SDG 17, aiming to deliver
capacity-building, and policy and institutional
coherence.

11
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Findings from the study, and more information on
the COVID 4P Log app project are available here:
https://inspiringchildrensfutures.org/covid.

The results of the survey were published in
December 2020, available in an ‘everyone-friendly’
format in four languages.
The #COVIDUnder19 initiative led to collaboration
amongst a number of organisations to foster
meaningful inclusion of children in the work which
follows the results of the survey – through
activities like Virtual Skillz Camps and
collaborative
workstreams
with
partner
organisations.
The COVID 4P Log and #COVIDUnder19 Feedback
Loop

The #COVIDUnder19 initiative:
To find out how children around the world
experience the pandemic, the #CovidUnder19
initiative was launched by Terre des hommes to
bring together a group of children, the UN,
academics and around 30 civil society
organisations, including DCI, to develop an
international survey.

“Children engaged as peer researchers
to contribute to the data analysis and
their insights, views and involvement
are reflected in the findings”

Queen’s University Belfast led the design and
analysis of the survey, involving children and
partners as part of the innovative approach to child
rights-based research developed at the Centre for
Children's Rights. More than 26,000 children and
young people aged 8 to 17, from 137 countries,
participated in the Life under Coronavirus survey,
making it the largest global child-participatory
research and advocacy process during the
pandemic. Children engaged as peer researchers to
contribute to the data analysis and their insights,
views and involvement are reflected in the findings.
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The collaboration of our teams at the COVID 4P
Log app and the #COVIDUnder19 initiative is an
illustrative example of engaging through global
collaborations for the delivery of the SDG 17, with
inclusive, participatory and meaningful decisionmaking —SDG 16.7— at its core.
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The feedback loop process imagery below
describes the process being undertaken by the
COVID 4P Log and #COVIDUnder19 teams.
Children involved with the #COVIDUnder19 project
(‘U19s’) helped to develop questions for adults to
answer in the COVID 4P Log app, inspired by the
Life Under Coronavirus survey.

Reflections and Implications
The different stages of the feedback loop between
the COVID 4P Log and #CovidUnder19 illustrate
the different phases of operationalising children’s
right to express their views and to have their views
given due weight as per Article 12.
The Lundy model provides a useful framework for
conceptualising the various phases of the
feedback loop, namely:
- Space : The Life Under Coronavirus survey
provided a safe, inclusive framework for children to
express their views.

The adult responses to these questions were then
analysed by the COVID 4P Log research team and
by U19s, in order to contribute to learning and
understanding about children’s experiences of the
pandemic, and about children’s views of adults’
experiences. These will be communicated in the
coming months through events, publications and
user-friendly findings. For the #COVIDUnder19
video about the COVID 4P Log App, please see:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3u1_0LpRA7A

- Voice: In workshops around the COVID 4P Log,
children have been given different options to
express their views : in the form of a blog piece, in
the form of a video, or in the form of the Learning
Report.
- Audience : The results of the Life Under
Coronavirus survey were used as a basis for
children and adults to formulate questions that
were disseminated to professionals via the COVID
4P Log.
- Influence: Children participate in analysing the
results of the COVID 4P Log and shaping
recommendations for improving professional
practice in the learning reports.

13
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Critical to our preliminary success in creating a
participatory process was the development of a
‘feedback loop’ where children - as rights-holders significantly contributed to our understandings of
how children experience the pandemic and aided in
the development of emerging policy and practice.
While we, as adult providers, are responsible for
facilitating children’s perspectives being better
understood and implemented, the cyclical process
of this project was so crucial in order to uphold
children’s right to be heard by duty bearers, namely,
frontline professionals working with children.
Prioritising partnerships and voices from all
stakeholders coming together, with children at the
very core, became the critical driver of a successful,
participatory process. In order to fulfil SDG17, we
must recognise that children facing adversity are
among the furthest behind.

Therefore, children must contribute to, and be
prioritised in, our global response to COVID.
The collaboration between #COVIDUnder19 and
the COVID 4P Log app project provides grounds
for reflection about improving practice in child-led
advocacy and facilitating adult support for
children’s wellbeing and human rights, even in the
midst of a global pandemic.
The feedback loop between the COVID 4P log and
#CovidUnder19 highlights the cyclical, iterative
nature of rights-based child participation across
the four elements of the Lundy model.
Accordingly, the feedback loop may provide the
foundations
for
a
new
prototype
for
operationalising rights-based participation and
accountability towards children in a context of
crisis, underpinned by ongoing learning.

¹The
Institute
for
Inspiring
Children’s
Futures
www.inspiringchildrensfutures.org is a partnership initiative at the
University of Strathclyde, Scotland, with a collective vision of ensuring
that children and young people have what they need to reach their full
potential, particularly those who face adversity.
²The nine basic principles are : Transparent and informative; respectful;
voluntary; relevant; inclusive; supported by training; child-friendly; safe
and sensitive to risk; and accountable.
³African Child Policy Forum, African Partnership to End Violence against
Children, Barnafrid Swedish National Centre on Violence Against Children,
Child Rights Coalition Asia, Child Rights Connect, CYC-Net, DCI, European
Social Network, FICE, Global Social Service Workforce Alliance,
Observatory of Children’s Human Rights Scotland, National Child Welfare
Workforce Institute, OECD, Pathfinders for Peaceful, Just and Inclusive
Societies, REPSSI, Terre des hommes, Office of the Special
Representative of the Secretary-General on Violence against Children.
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THE PATH TOWARDS PEACE, JUSTICE AND STRONG
INSTITUTIONS: DCI'S COMMITMENT TO SDG 16

By Gonzalo Carvajal Montejo,
DCI-International Secretariat

In 2015, UN Member States adopted the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), a global
human rights initiative to eradicate poverty and
promote prosperity in countries around the world,
with a firm commitment to “leave no one behind”.
From their universal approach, to their inclusive
and comprehensive nature, SDGs are built on the
principles and international standards embedded
in human rights and are subsequently oriented
towards including a human rights perspective in
global, regional and international policies of all
countries.
To do so, the SDGs have set out specific goals in
17 areas that need to be met by the year 2030, and
have established specific targets whose progress
is measured with various indicators.

Among the numerous areas of focus we can find
SDG 16 on “Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions”.

“Access to justice for many children
continues to be regarded as a
privilege instead of a human right”
In particular, SDG 16 is built on the belief that in
order to achieve sustainable development, it is
necessary to ensure first the establishment of
peace, security and justice through the work of
effective and transparent institutions that uphold
the rule of law and guarantee equal access to
justice for all.
Thus, SDG 16 aims to put an end to all forms of
violence and conflict through the promotion of
human rights, to meaningfully increase the role of
developing countries at the international level, and
to guarantee decision-making processes are
marked by inclusivity, representation and ample
participation.

15
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To monitor the progress achieved in this field, SDG
16 has a total of 16 targets, including 16.2 oriented
towards putting an end to “abuse, exploitation,
trafficking and all forms of violence against and
torture of children”, and target 16.3 on promoting
“the rule of law at the national and international
levels and ensuring equal access to justice for all”.

Such
commitment
towards
successfully
accomplishing what was set out in the 2030
Agenda can be further identified in DCI’s 2019
submission of inputs to the elaboration of the
General Comment No. 24 on ‘Children’s rights in the
child justice system’, thereby reinforcing its ongoing
cooperation efforts with the UN Committee on the
Rights of the Child.
The submission of DCI was aimed at ensuring the
inclusion of a minimum age indication for criminal
responsibility, which remains strikingly low in
several Member States, and at fostering positive
language that avoids stigmatising children when
entering into contact with the justice system.

To achieve progress in these fields, international
cooperation and broad participation from civil
society is necessary, which is why the work of
NGOs in this arena has remained of vital
importance. In that spirit, the work of Defence for
Children International (DCI) has contributed to
further progress in achieving the goals set by SDG
16, particularly by working towards tackling targets
16.2 and goal 16.3, with a particular focus in
ensuring equal access to Justice for Children.
Indeed, since its foundation, Justice for Children
has remained the overarching thematic priority of
the DCI Movement, evidenced by its constant work
on establishing leadership, experience, and
technical expertise on this thematic issue
throughout the past four decades. To counter the
widespread lack of political will to promote Justice
for Children, DCI’s initiatives with the UN, regional
mechanisms and national and local institutions,
have proven to be vital in empowering children as
actors and effectively advocating for their rights.
Examples of such initiatives can be found in
2019’s Justice for Children Justice for All initiative
aimed at fulfilling the goals of SDG 16 and led,
among other organisations, by Defence for
Children International.
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In addition, DCI led the efforts that resulted in the
UN Global Study on Children Deprived of Liberty
(GSCDL), which amongst other areas, focuses on
depicting the challenges experienced by children
deprived of liberty in the administration of justice,
but also seeking justice for children in other areas
such as children on the move, children in
institutions, children in national security contexts or
children in armed conflicts.
Another example of DCI’s commitment to SDG 16
and to fostering justice for children was evidenced
by the activities of DCI-Sierra Leone, which in 2020
organised a press conference in the district of Bo,
whereby young girls were given a platform to voice
their frustration with the systematic delays which
victims of sexual violence face when accessing the
justice system.
As a result of Sierra Leone’s efforts to position itself
as a champion on Sustainable Development Goals,
in particular SDG 16, on January 2021 DCI met with
the Sierra Leonean Ministry of Gender and
Children’s Rights Affairs in Freetown to discuss
child rights priorities for the UPR, CRC, HLPF and
advocate for the dissemination of the Global Study
on Children Deprived of Liberty and the
ratification of the 3rd Optional Protocol to the
UNCRC on a Communications Procedure (OPIC).
Regarding the SDGs, the voluntary national review
(VNR) report for Sierra Leone is due this year.
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The Ministry of Development has already
organised
initial
meeting
with
different
government institutions and CSOs to set the
agenda. DCI will play a pivotal role in the process,
including by organising consultations with children
and young people.

From its creation, Defence for Children
International and its national sections have
remained committed to ensuring the best interests
of the child in the administration of justice and
have strived towards achieving notable progress in
the field of Justice for Children.

In addition, through its National Sections and
associated members, DCI has developed SocioLegal Defence Centres to support children in
accessing justice. With a presence in all the
regions of its National Sections, SLDCs provide
training, technical assistance, and capacity
building in addition to legal aid for children around
the world. In that context, DCI-Sierra Leone
launched in February 2020 an initiative to build in a
Child Rights Centre in Freetown, thus enhancing
access to justice, rehabilitation and reintegration
for children.

“International cooperation is

Even in the context of the ongoing pandemic, DCI
has remained active in promoting SDG 16, as DCIAfrica submitted a statement at the 36th Session
of the ACERWC (African Committee of Experts on
the Rights and Welfare of the Child), whereby it
advocated, amongst other things, for the
recognition of children’s unique needs in the
context of the COVID-19 pandemic.

needed now more than ever to
ensure no child is left behind
when exercising their
fundamental right of accessing
justice”
Yet, despite the notable efforts of civil society and
organisations like DCI, access to justice for many
children continues to be regarded as a privilege
instead of a human right. For that reason,
international cooperation is needed now more than
ever to ensure no child is left behind when
exercising their fundamental right of accessing
justice, including by using and implementing the
new tools available, i.e. the Global Study on
Children Deprived of Liberty, the General Comment
24 of the UNCRC and the SDG 16+ Initiative on
Justice for Children, Justice for All.
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"Together, we can
support children
to become actors
for justice and
advocates for
their rights"

MAKE A DONATION
Don't miss the
next 'child right
observer'
focusing on....

Children deprived of liberty
2 years after the publication of the UN Global
Study on Children Deprived of Liberty

This newsletter was translated into French and Spanish thanks to the work of the DCI - International Secretariat staff and the
volunteers Nidaa Botmi, Boubacar Issa Traoré y Carlos Martínez Sotelo.
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