SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT STARTS AND ENDS WITH
SAFE, HEALTHY AND WELL-EDUCATED CHILDREN
UNICEF, May 2013

We are entering a decisive phase to accelerate efforts and honor the Millennium
Promise embedded in the MDGs. But while this promise is time bound, our collective
responsibility does not expire. After 2015, newborns and growing children will have at
least the same needs in terms of health, learning, good nutrition, and protection as the
“MDG generation” – and much will remain to be done to meet our responsibilities to
give them all a fair opportunity to live full, healthy lives, no matter where they live or
what barriers they face.
Children’s rights and well-being should remain at the centre of the post-2015 agenda.
Investment in children is a fundamental means to eradicate poverty, boost shared
prosperity, and enhance inter-generational equity. It is also essential for strengthening
their ability to reach their potential as productive, engaged, and capable citizens,
contributing fully to their families and societies. Sustainable development starts and
ends with safe, healthy and well-educated children.
-- Anthony Lake, UNICEF Executive Director, April 2013

About this paper1: A call to action to put children at the centre of sustainable development
On the surface, it is a common-sense argument. Of course the children of today and tomorrow are
central to sustainable development and the future of our planet and all its inhabitants. All too often in
practice, however, the issues of children and young people are seen as a “social” issue -- and their
health, safety, education and rights are not seen as being also inextricably linked to ensuring economic
growth and shared prosperity, a protected natural environment and more stable, safer societies.
Overlooking their role is to the peril of us all, the communities in which we live and to the planet.
Children and young people are both shapers of and shaped by the world around them. When a child is
not healthy, has compromised brain functionality due to chronic poor nutrition, does not receive a
quality education, does not feel safe in his or her home, school or community, will that child be able to
fulfil their potential and responsibilities as a parent, an employee or entrepreneur, a consumer, a
citizen? In many cases, the answer is “no” and that denies the individual child his or her rights, but also
deprives the entire human family of the intellectual, social and moral benefits that derive from the
fulfilment of these rights.2
In this paper, we explore the dynamic and dramatic interplay between the realization of children’s rights
and sustainable development. The evidence presented makes a powerful case for why and how these
issues must be directly addressed in the discussions towards a Post-2015 Development Agenda and the
eventual framework that will emerge. It is a call to action for decision-makers to invest in children’s
rights and well-being as an integral means to achieving sustainable development.
This paper complements UNICEF’s 10 Key Messages on the Post-2015 Development Agenda3 and is
organized in three main sections:
The first section sets the context: how and why children are central to the concept, principles and future
progress of sustainable development – and why sustainable development, in turn, is crucial for children.
The second section introduces three key messages for the attention of decision-makers on the Post2015 Development Agenda on the centrality of children and young people to sustainable development:
1. Sustainable development starts with safe, healthy and well-educated children;
2. Safe and sustainable societies are, in turn, essential for children; and
3. Children’s voices, choices and participation are critical for the sustainable future we want.
The third and final section “makes the case” to support these key messages by providing powerful
supporting evidence and recommendations on how to integrate consideration of children’s rights and
well-being into the Post-2015 Development Agenda.
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PART 1: THE CONTEXT
Today’s development challenges and
why sustainable development is
essential for and dependent on the
children of today and future
generations

Summary of the three Key Messages
1. Sustainable development starts with safe, healthy
and well-educated children.

2. Safe and sustainable societies are, in turn, essential
The 1990s and the era of the Millennium
for children.
Development Goals (MDGs) – the dozen
years since the adoption of the
3. Children’s voices, choices and participation are
Millennium Declaration by the UN
critical for the sustainable future we want.
General Assembly – have seen
unprecedented human progress:
aggregate reductions in household poverty, more children in school than ever before, more rapid
reductions in child death rates, rising access to clean drinking water. However, while many parts of the
world are experiencing progress, this is coming with a high cost: increasing gaps between rich and poor;
widespread toxic pollution and
unplanned urbanization; far-reaching
social impacts of violence and conflict;
Human Rights
excessive stress on vital ecosystems; and,
despite the progress on the MDGs, a
Sustained human/child
continuing lack of secure access to lifeEquality
Sustainability
progress
sustaining food, water, clean air and
safety for a high and in some regions
increasing number of people. Among all
those affected, children are likely to be
the most vulnerable and at risk.
Sustainable Development – the core
concept for the Post-2015 Development
Agenda – provides an integrated
response to the complex environmental,
societal, economic and governance
challenges that directly and
disproportionately affect children. With
appropriate focus, investment and
innovation, the Post-2015 Development
Agenda now under formulation presents
an unprecedented opportunity to create
a World Fit for All Children.
A widely accepted definition of
sustainable development comes from
‘Our Common Future’, the 1987
landmark report of the Brundtland
Commission. This states, “Sustainable
development is development that meets
the needs of the present without

Inclusive Social
Development

Inclusive
Economic
Development

Sustainable
Environment

Rule of Law

Figure 1: Sustainable Development Framework. Adapted from the UN Task
Team Report on the Post-2015 UN Development Agenda, 2012
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compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” 1 Despite some perceptions
that associate sustainable development mainly with the natural environment, it focuses on ways of
meeting peoples’ social and economic needs within natural resource limits - so that human
development can be both sustainable and sustained. This means the continued advance of poverty
eradication, human rights, and equity while also realizing more sustainable patterns of consumption and
production, stabilizing climatic forces, and sustainably managing our common natural resource base.
Sustainable development must balance the scales of equity on all fronts to break cycles of poverty and
ensure that the children of today and tomorrow are able to have and inherit a liveable, safe world.
This requires adults today making development decisions that are good for both people and the planet;
which avoid economic or social crises, such as those arising from gross inequalities and injustice; and
which avert irreversible environmental damages that our children and their children will inherit.
Focusing on the needs, capabilities and rights of children and young people is a crucial part of making
these good, sustainable development choices – and represents an investment in everyone’s future.
As shown in Figure 1, sustainable development involves progress both within and across four integrally
connected dimensions: inclusive social development, inclusive economic development, environmental
sustainability; and underpinning all of these, the rule of law. Each of these dimensions has specific
influences and major impacts on children. At the same time, children are central to the progress and
contributions of each of these four dimensions.
As indicated by the UN Post-2015 Task Team’s 2012 report, Realizing the Future We Want for All,
sustainable human progress will also be determined by the degree to which the principles of human
rights (including child rights), equality and sustainability are upheld throughout all these efforts.
Alternatively, without sustainable development that sets goals and pursues targets with children’s
needs, rights and best interests in mind, development progress is likely to be inequitable and slowed for
everyone. Both children and their societies stand to suffer.
Human Rights, including child rights
Children represent approximately one-third of the world’s population and have the right to survive, live
and grow up in a decent environment, with all that implies: attending school, enjoying good health and
nutrition, and living and growing in safety and security. This is not only a moral assertion of the human
rights inherent to children. It is also a legal commitment assumed by 193 governments through the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) – the world’s most widely ratified human rights treaty and
the foundation for the obligations of governments and their international partners to children - and
their development efforts with and for them.
Children’s rights depend on social progress that includes all sections of societies, supported by rising
shared prosperity. However, this progress, and human rights, are increasingly threatened by current
patterns of unsustainable and inequitable development that drive environmental degradation, disasters,
climate instability, conflict and economic and social crises. The CRC is an important instrument for
sustainable development. It recognizes the importance of the natural environment for the well-being of
children (Preamble), while requiring State Parties to take account of the risks of environmental pollution
(Article 24), to educate children to respect nature (Article 29), and to enable children to participate in
decisions which affect them (Article 12). In decision-making, Governments are obliged to consider the
best interests of children.
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Equality
By definition, sustainable
development is about both intergenerational and intra-generational
equity2. It involves fulfilling our
collective responsibilities to ensure a
safer, cleaner, healthier, and more
inclusive world for both today’s
children, and for their children. The
UN Resolution on the outcomes of
Rio+20, The Future We Want, states,
“We will also consider the need for
promoting intergenerational solidarity
for the achievement of sustainable
development, taking into account the
needs of future generations”3.

The mandate exists -- it is an issue of effective
implementation…
Sustainable development is not new, nor is its importance to
children. Child protection and participation as part of a
sustainable future is already guided by an extensive range of
international conventions, treaties, and other legal instruments,
many with direct linkages to the Convention on the Rights of
the Child (CRC).
Multilateral environmental agreements such as the Basel,
Rotterdam and Stockholm Conventions have been adopted to
ensure a healthy environment and significantly protect children
from exposure to chemicals and waste. The three Rio
Conventions—on Biodiversity, Climate Change and
Desertification — are foundations of sustainable development.
A clear roadmap, principles, and guidance for creating a
sustainable future are laid out in specific declarations, including
the 1992 Declaration of Rio on Environment and Development
and Agenda 21: Programme of Action for Sustainable
Development; the 2002 Johannesburg Plan of Action; and 2012
Rio + 20 outcomes. These proposals have been reaffirmed in UN
General Assembly resolutions, such as The Future We Want, The
Human Right to Water and Sanitation, and a World Fit for
Children.

This starts with addressing the
widespread inequalities and failures
of protection that inhibit the ability of
girls and boys to thrive and which
hold back development progress.
Deprivations and shocks in childhood
very often persist into adulthood,
These blueprints for child-centred sustainable development
from where they are passed on to
policies thus already exist, in close alignment with the CRC. The
future generations. On the other
main challenge for the world after 2015 will be their effective
hand, investing in children’s rights to
implementation.
health, nutrition, education and
protection – starting with very young
children and the most disadvantaged families - leads to positive growth and social cohesion that can be
inherited by generations to come. The bottom line is that safe and healthy child development, achieved
with equity, provides the very foundation for sustained economic and social development today and
tomorrow.
Protecting and investing in the rights of the most vulnerable and disadvantaged children, and their
families, should thus be placed at the centre of sustainable development. To broaden access to jobs,
land, livelihoods, technology and other resources that underpin equitable progress, it is critical to
remove barriers to the growth of capacities among children and to the participation of adults who face
discrimination and exclusion, and legal guarantees and rule of law need to be available to all and applied
with justice and fairness, to protect those who are most at risk and likely to be marginalized.
Injustice occurs both when people are denied adequate access to essential economic and social goods
and services, and also when they are deprived of the benefits of basic natural resources such as food
and water or when they suffer from exposure to hazardous environmental conditions, such as polluted
air, soil, or water. The most socially and economically marginalized groups are also those most likely to
lack access to essential natural resources and to be exposed to toxic and dangerous conditions.4 Their
demands for protection from industrial and urban dangers or from the consequences of rural neglect
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often remain unheard or ignored. The social, economic and environmental dimensions of justice are
deeply intertwined.
Sustainability
Environmental sustainability is a pathway to future prosperity and to social and economic stability.
Conserving and responsibly using our natural resources is not an optional luxury if future generations
worldwide are to be healthy, have equitable access to productive forests, oceans, and soils; experience a
stable climate and manageable disaster risk; and enjoy safe products, water, air and coastlines. Both
high- and low-income countries must together find ways to create a sustainable World Fit for All
Children, where young people thrive and are safe from dangers.
Information, technology and innovation can help us conserve and efficiently use our natural resources.
Cities and urban communities can manage food, water, transport, energy and waste in ways that create
safe and healthy conditions for all children. Good and sustainable environmental management is
especially critical for indigenous peoples, children with disabilities and those communities which depend
most directly on their natural environments for food, medicine and livelihoods.
It is increasingly recognized that a sustainable world will require a global shift in values, awareness and
practices in order to change our increasingly unsustainable patterns of consumption and production. To
achieve this, children and young people will themselves need to be educated and mobilized as catalytic
forces for sustainable development. Meaningful partnerships with children and young people can create
capacities, raise wider awareness and drive behavioural change for sustainable consumption - while
governments and the private sector adopt standards for sustainable production, generate jobs and
invest in innovations and skills development. Today’s children will be central to maintaining a viable
planet for the future.
Children’s needs and rights are thus interdependent with sustainable development. To achieve the
greatest impact on the lives of children, the forthcoming Sustainable Development Goals (SDG)
framework should include goals and targets that purposefully consider children’s rights and needs
within each of the dimensions of economic development, social development and environmental
sustainability, whilst building on their synergies and adequately addressing the fair and inclusive
application of the rule of law.
Only sustainable development which aims to support the “whole child” - by simultaneously promoting
and safeguarding their emotional, social, physical and cognitive development and their basic
livelihood needs - can enable true development progress. Each dimension of the Post-2015
Development Agenda should address the rights of all children everywhere, to survival, full
development, safety and a healthy environment, while considering how to optimize child and youth
participation and contributions, and how to sustain these rights for generations. Children are the
common factor and foundation across all dimensions of sustainable development.

PART 2: THE MESSAGES
Three key messages for decision-makers on why children and sustainable development matter
centrally for each other
The relationship between children and sustainable development is symbiotic. Progress in sustainable
development underpins child rights and well-being, and conversely, child rights and well-being underpin
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lasting and equitable development progress. Finding the balance to achieve progress for all in today’s
world and for future generations depends upon three key propositions:
1. Sustainable Development starts with safe, healthy and well-educated children
Children are at the heart of sustainable development. Safe, healthy and well-educated children
are the foundations of a thriving and equitable society, sustainable growth and proper
management of natural resources. Societies can only develop in a sustainable manner if the
basic needs and rights of children, particularly the poorest and most vulnerable, are met.
Evidence shows that investing in children yields high and long-lasting returns, not only for
individuals and families but for entire societies and for the generations to come.
Goals addressing children’ rights, equity and the MDGs “unfinished and continuing business”
must remain at the core of the development agenda, for it to be truly sustainable and sustained.
2. Safe and sustainable societies are, in turn, essential for children
A sustainable society is one where every child -- in both the current and future generations and
from his or her earliest years -- has access to care, nutritious food and clean water and a safe
environment in which to grow, participate and learn -- free of violence, pollution and the risks of
disaster. Childhood is a unique and fragile period of physical, mental and emotional
development. Children are particularly vulnerable to violence and trauma, conflict, disasters,
environmental pollution, climate instability and economic crisis. Violations and neglect of
children’s rights have life-long, irreversible and trans-generational consequences. Sustainable
development which considers children’s needs can prevent harm, manage risks and promote
the ability of children to contribute to their societies in the future. The well-being of children
serves as both a maker and a marker of progress in sustainable development.
The collective responsibility to ensure all children’s rights to survive and grow, and to reduce the
risks to children that arise from economic, social and environmental degradation and disasters,
should be reflected in the Post-2015 Development Agenda. Child-centred metrics of well-being
should be prominent in the monitoring and assessment of our global progress on sustainable
development.
3. Children’s voices, choices and participation are critical for the sustainable future we want
Children are not only the inheritors of the planet. They also actively shape it in the present.
Children and young people should be recognized as critical partners for sustainable change.
Experience has shown that young people who have the education, skills and opportunities to
participate and innovate become effective advocates, problem-solvers and agents for positive
change. Inclusive and people-centred development means investing in the well-being and
empowerment of children and young people so they can grow into responsible, capable and
skilled citizens, and effective guardians of a sustainable world.
The participation of children and young people is both a human right and vital to achieving
equitable, sustained development. Children’s rights to participation and justice, and their
protection from violence and discrimination should be reflected in specific targets, under a Rule
of Law or similar umbrella. These targets should prioritize learning opportunities and systems
that provide quality education, life skills - including knowledge about the environment - and
avenues for young peoples’ participation in local action and wider decision-making for
sustainable societies.
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PART 3: MAKING THE CASE
Evidence, examples and recommendations in support of key messages
This section uses a selection of examples and supporting evidence to demonstrate why the three key
messages on children are so important to sustainable development.
Evidence and Examples for Key Message 1:
Sustainable development starts with safe, healthy and well-educated children
Early life conditions of children have persistent and profound impacts later in life, with a broad range of
implications not only for that individual child but for societies’ overall development.5 Safe, healthy and
well-educated girls and boys provide an enabling foundation for individuals, families, and society as a
whole to thrive. Evidence shows that lack of investment in basic child rights such as nutrition, health,
and education, particularly of the most disenfranchised, can lock individuals and families into cycles of
poverty for generations, and can be a barrier to future social and economic progress. Sustainable
development needs active and consistent investment in core child survival, development, and
protection to maintain MDG progress and pursue the unfinished agenda. The example cases of investing
in early childhood development; education; protection from violence; and pro-equity development, show
why sustainable development starts with taking care of children and young people who represent 30%
of the global population and the foundation of the future.
INVEST IN NUTRITION, WATER AND SANITATION IN EARLY CHILDHOOD: Sustainable development starts
in early childhood. Investment in adequate maternal and child nutrition and adequate water and
sanitation for all children provides high paybacks for society by fulfilling rights and raising the ceiling of
development potential.
Today, roughly 165 million children aged under 5 are suffering from stunting, an irreversible outcome of
chronic nutritional deficiency during the first thousand days of a child’s life. The causes of stunting are
diverse, but are always deeply enmeshed with local environmental, economic and social conditions with
domino effects that lock families in cycles of poverty. Stunting is not simply a matter of inadequate food
intake -- strong correlations exist between stunting and poor water and sanitation in both rural and
urban environments. Poor sanitation leads to frequent episodes of diarrhoeal disease in children,
resulting in reduced nutritional absorption which contributes to stunting, cognitive setbacks, and lower
school performance and economic earnings later in life.6,7,8
The chain of events starting early in life is significant because stunting causes permanent damage to a
child’s brain and body development. Stunted children are inches shorter than they could have been with
proper nutrition, and have weaker immune systems that make them more vulnerable to disease. Brain
development is set back and translates to a loss of between two to three years of learning. Evidence is
showing that when such stunted children enter the workforce, their diminished physical and cognitive
development can reduce their earning capacity by as much as 22%.9 The cumulative effect of cohorts of
stunted children causes measurable GDP losses to countries and presents real limitations for national
development. For example, in India, productivity losses caused by stunting to individuals are estimated
at more than 10% of lifetime earnings, and GDP loss to undernutrition runs as high as 3–4%.10 The scale
of global stunting has major implications for future development, with dozens of countries reporting up
to 40% of children suffering from stunting, and six countries exceeding 50%.11 Addressing childhood
stunting can help break the cycle of poverty and increase a country’s GDP by at least 2-3% annually,
recouping billions of dollars in lost productivity and avoidable healthcare spending.
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INVEST IN EDUCATION: Investment in quality education, particularly for girls, generates immediate and
intergeneration paybacks across all dimensions of sustainable development.
Similarly, the development impacts of education, particularly girls’ education, are shown to have
multiple benefits for individuals, families, communities and society as a whole. The benefits of education
are both immediate and intergenerational, and span the economic, social and even environmental
dimensions of development. For example, at the individual level, an educated girl is likely to increase her
personal earnings potential, be more likely to delay marriage and pregnancy and be more likely to
access health support, leading to lower rates of maternal mortality.12 At the family and community
level, investments in girls’ education can reduce the incidence of poverty, and evidence shows that more
educated girls have fewer, healthier and more educated children. Additionally, recent studies suggest
that countries with the greatest improvements in female education suffer far fewer losses from extreme
weather events than less-progressive countries with similar income and weather conditions.13
At the wider societal level, rates of child mortality are strongly correlated with a woman’s education
level. It is estimated that over 50% of the decline in child mortality over the past 40 years is associated
with increased educational attainment of women of reproductive age.14 Experience and evidence shows
that educating girls leads to improvements in national economic growth, improved health, an increase in
female leaders and lower levels of population growth and the subsequent reduction of population
pressures on the environment. Some have even estimated that investments in female education could
be a more cost-effective carbon emissions abatement strategy than more direct strategies, due to the
strong impact education has to lower fertility rates and population.15
PROTECTION FROM VIOLENCE: Children have the right to live in safety – free from fear as well as free
from want. Not only are children uniquely vulnerable to violence and abuse – but these violations of
their rights can have life-long irreversible and intergenerational impacts.
Direct violence against children in all its forms, and a child’s exposure to various forms of conflict and
abuse, can be devastating and detrimental with lifelong and transgenerational repercussions. Children
affected by violence experience a range of acute and long-term damages to their physical and mental
health.16,17,18,19 These range from brain injury and physical trauma to depression, developmental delays,
drug abuse, and criminal, violent and other risk-taking behaviours. The consequences also include
economic disadvantages from lost productivity, disability, decreased quality of life, along with various
costs to society.20 Children and young people who witness violence experience higher rates of PostTraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), depression, distress, aggression, and externalizing behaviour
disturbances.21,22,23,24,25 Studies from around the world suggest that the mental and social ramifications
of experiencing conflict and violence can last decades26,27,28 and can have transgenerational impacts on
the families and children of the victims of violence.29
PRO-EQUITY DEVELOPMENT: Investing in children’s rights such as nutrition, health and education is a
critical and cost-effective pathway to longer-term inclusive economic and social development. Closing
income gaps and reducing social inequalities can lead to more sustainable societies.
Growing economic disparities are identified in multiple prominent reports as one of the greatest
risks for the future development and stability.30, 31 Economic research shows that more equal societies
tend to grow for longer periods of time, and conversely, that high inequality breeds volatility.32 Evidence
further shows when countries reduce disparities, economic growth is facilitated and is less likely to lead
to cycles of debt accumulation that later cause severe fiscal contraction. This is supported by a recent
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UNICEF study of 141 countries that found, on aggregate, countries that saw levels of inequality increase
experienced slower annual GDP/capita growth.33
Critically, sound research is telling us the most effective way to reduce inequalities is to focus on the
early years of life. A group of over 65 researchers and experts recently found that the most costeffective development investments include a range of early childhood development interventions in
nutrition, immunization, malaria and deworming. Each of these is known to make a significant difference
for children and to strengthen the foundations for both equitable and dynamic societal and economic
development.34 For example, data from 73 countries suggest that increasing preschool in all low- and
middle-income countries would lead to substantial gains in schooling. The subsequent benefits from
increased future earnings would range from 11 to 34 billion dollars with a benefit-to-cost ratio ranging
from 6.4 to 17.6, depending on the percentage of children attending preschool (25% or 50%).35 These
are conservative estimates that do not account for other early childhood development interventions or
advantages of increasing childhood development, such as reduced crime or improved parenting.
Evidence and Examples for Key Message 2:
Safe and sustainable societies are, in turn, essential for children
Adequate, equitable and sustainable development endows children and young people with the social,
economic, and environmental determinants needed for well-being and to develop to their full potential.
Keeping children safe and healthy is proven to make economic sense and is key to sustainable and
sustained development potential. The right of all children to a healthy environment is also recognized by
the CRC, in over 90 national constitutions, and many regional human rights and environmental
agreements.36 Assurance of this right by adults today, and in the future, is exceptionally critical for
children, because their dynamic developmental physiology and immature defence systems are uniquely
susceptible to physical and psychological trauma, nutritional deprivation, infectious agents and
environmental contaminants. Child-centred sustainable development ensures children live in safe,
nourishing and healthy environments, with supportive and stable social and economic conditions that
enhance the ability of all children and families to thrive in a rapidly changing world. The following
examples show that sustainable development which provides peace and security; access to water; and
healthy physical environments, can prevent harm and promote child survival, development and growth
to their full potential. These cases clearly show how child well-being is a barometer of safe, healthy, and
sustainable societies; serving as a "marker" that indicates either progress or failures in sustainable
development.
PEACE AND SECURITY: Poverty levels and health conditions in fragile states -- when compared to other
developing countries -- attest to the benefits of peace and security as an enabler of social and economic
stability and sustainable development. Children have the most to lose – and gain – from the actions of
adult decision-makers towards peace and security.
Children greatly benefit from societies free of conflict, violence and social and economic crises. In
societies with severe development challenges -- often fragile states without peace, security and safety -the negative consequences for children are dramatic. Today, 1.5 billion people live in conflict-affected
and fragile states.37 Countries affected by violence are home to over half of the world’s poor, and
poverty is measured to be 20 % higher in countries affected by repeated cycles of violence.38 These
countries subsequently remain the furthest away from and least likely to achieve the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs).39 The entire population living within a fragile state suffers, but particularly
children. For example, the child mortality rate in low- and middle-income countries is 56 per 1,000 live
births while in low-income fragile states child mortality is nearly 150% higher—138 per 1000.40
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Although fragile states represent only 14% of the world population, half of the children who die before
age five live in a fragile state as do a third of people living with HIV/AIDS. One third of global maternal
deaths occur in low-income fragile states.41 Malaria death rates are also 13 times greater in fragile states
than in other developing countries.42
ACCESS TO WATER: Meeting the unmet needs for drinking water, and maintaining water access for
growing future populations is the quintessential challenge for sustainable development. It requires
international cooperation and integrated decision-making to reduce waste and pollution as well as shift
to sustainable production methods and consumption patterns. Again, children – and future generations
– have the most at stake from the priority given to guaranteeing safe and secure access to water.
Children depend on sustainable development to ensure adequate and accessible water. Water is in fact,
the lynchpin of sustainable development and the key ingredient needed by society, the economy and
the environment for sustained growth. Access to water is recognized as a Human Right because it is
essential to stay alive and maintain health.43 Even with notable progress to improve access over the
past several years, 11% of the global population today -- almost half of whom are children -- are still
without improved drinking-water sources,44 despite the fact no single intervention is more likely to
reduce global poverty than the provision of safe water.45 Today, water insecurity is already significant
and increasing. Currently, water scarcity -- the imbalance between the availability of water and the
demand for water -- affects one in three people in the world, and is expected to reach 50% in the next
20 years.46 Leading experts from the private sector, government, and civil society now recognize water
supply crises4 as the most significant risk to society in terms of impact; and they agree the world will
face a 40% global shortfall between forecast demand and available supply for water by 2030.4748
Although water is a renewable resource, it is not an inexhaustible resource that is automatically
guaranteed for the lives of today’s and future generations of children. It cannot withstand constant
over-extraction and being depleted faster than being renewed. Water supply crises are happening
because increasing populations and rising income levels are leading to unsustainable demand for waterintensive products, such as food and clothing, which in turn drive over-extraction of water and pollution
of freshwater ecosystems. The negative results are observed worldwide in rivers running dry, lake and
groundwater levels dropping and freshwater available for drinking water reduced. Water management
is compounded by climate instability, where flooding, droughts and saline intrusion place additional risks
on local water availability and quality. This stark reality presents local and global decision-makers with
an urgent challenge to find balanced and sustainable ways to meet growing water demands from:
society for drinking and domestic purposes; the economy for agriculture, industry and energy; and the
natural environment to continue providing ecosystem services such as recharging aquifers with
freshwater. Water scarcity and lack of drinking water are life-threatening and place numerous serious
challenges on families and children. Water scarcity forces people to rely on unsafe sources of drinking
water, reduces hygiene and increases the risk of disease49 and increases the burden on women and girls
to fetch water. Children depend on sustainable development to ensure availability and access to water.
Failures to address water scarcity will be directly visible in metrics of child health and well-being.

4

Water supply crises include the decline in the quality and quantity of fresh water combined with increased competition among resourceintensive systems, such as food and energy production. http://www.water.ox.ac.uk/water-supply-one-of-world-economic-forums-top-globalrisks/
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HEALTHY PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENTS
(i) Children’s rights to survival and development can be protected by global investment to stabilize the
climate through sustainable energy use and measures to adapt to climate instability such as reducing
local disaster risk, and improved capacity to work with children to protect them from these increasing
risks.
Children depend on sustainable development to provide a safe physical environment, including
preventing them from harmful exposures to which they are uniquely vulnerable, such as air pollution,
toxic substances and climate change and disasters. Unstable climate conditions exacerbate existing
development challenges and are increasing disaster risks, water scarcity, infectious disease and
nutritional insecurity in rain-fed agriculture zones – making current development objectives more
difficult and expensive to meet. Experts indicate that children are amongst the most affected by
disasters and climate change.50 Children are the most vulnerable population to an unstable climate
because they are physiologically and metabolically less able than adults to adapt to heat and other
climate-related exposures; demand adequate nutrition for cognitive and physical development and are
often dependent on adults for their safety during social stress and extreme weather events.51,52 They
also already suffer the greatest burden of climate sensitive diseases such as malaria, malnutrition and
diarrhoea.53 Children are also more likely than adults to be killed or injured during disasters54 and can
suffer cognitive and psychological trauma from the experience of extreme stress, loss and disruption.
Climate change is increasing the frequency and intensity of extreme weather events,55 while at the same
time inadequate or under development in many parts of the world is also increasing population
vulnerability to these disasters. The combined increase in vulnerability and a higher number of extreme
weather events is contributing to development setbacks, and widening the inequalities between various
groups, often triggering displacement and migration into unsafe marginal lands or urban slums.
(ii) Air pollution-related child deaths and illnesses can be prevented with improved access to renewable
low-emission and modern energy, transport and cooking technologies in the home and community.
According to the World Health Organization, 80% of the burden of disease from environmental
determinants affects children.56 Recent comprehensive studies estimate that every year 3.5 million
premature deaths are caused by household air pollution and 3.3 million deaths are due to outdoor air
pollution.57 Indoor air pollution alone is the leading risk factor for burden of disease5 in South Asia;
second in Eastern, Central and Western Sub-Saharan Africa; and third in South East Asia. These studies
indicate the health dangers of air pollution are far greater than previously thought and directly impact
on children’s rights to life, survival, development and health. Children are more vulnerable to air
pollutants than adults because they take in more air in relation to their body weight; experience greater
exposure to ground level contaminants due to height and behaviour; and have immature immune
systems and metabolic functions to help them detoxify exposure to pollens and moulds, ozone, sulphur
and nitrogen oxides, particulate matter, polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons and mercury.58 When
children breathe high levels of or are subjected to consistent exposure to these toxic substances in
urban air or smoke from indoor solid fuels, they can experience increased risk of pneumonia,59, 60
increased onset and attacks of asthma and allergic rhinitis,61 and heightened chances for pulmonary and
cardiovascular health problems later in life.62 The economic and social burden on families, health

5

Years of life lost combined with years lived at less than full health.
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systems and societies due to air pollution is significant, and can be reduced through improved air
quality.
(iii) Child health and disability is deeply embedded in economics and social and environmental
determinants of health. Improving fetal and child health by reducing chemical and toxic exposure will
influence the whole life of an individual and improve the well-being of society. Child deaths, disabilities
and illnesses can be prevented with safer alternatives, sustainable industrial and agricultural practices
using fewer chemicals, strengthened local governance, improved waste management and safe
production, use, and disposal of chemicals and metals.
Synthetic chemicals and toxic metals are now ubiquitous in daily life worldwide and pose life
threatening and disability-causing risks to children. In the last 30 years, there has been exponential
growth in the production and use of potentially toxic chemicals and metals in high- and low-income
countries alike. High-income countries have industry and import regulations as well as consumer and
worker safety standards to prevent people from exposure to dangerous levels of these substances.
However, health risks are rapidly rising in mid- and low-income countries along with industrialization
and agricultural modernization.63 This presents new and complex policy and health challenges for
corporations and policy-makers to manage the importation, regulation and control of dangerous
substances. Without proper information, transport, storage, use and disposal, millions of tons of
hazardous agrochemicals; metals (mercury, lead, arsenic, cadmium); PCBs; flame-retardants; persistent
organic pollutants (POPs), electronic and petroleum waste are present and often being used in unsafe
ways that result in environmental pollution and acute and chronic illnesses and disability, mostly for
children.
Extensive global research in children’s environmental health indicates children’s exposure to even low
levels of chemicals and metals at critical stages in their physical and cognitive development can have
severe acute and long-term consequences for health.64 Environmental pollutants have an increasing
role to play in the incidence, prevalence, mortality and costs of paediatric diseases and the onset of
health problems later in life due to prenatal or childhood exposures.65 66 Experts report that exposure to
chemicals during early foetal development causes neurodevelopmental disorders and brain injury at
doses much lower than those affecting adult brain function67 and exposure to even low levels of
endocrine-disrupting chemicals in the first two years of life affects child growth, thyroid functioning,
intellectual capacity, reproductive health and potential fertility.68 For example, prenatal pesticide
exposure is an identified cause of lasting neurotoxic damage slowing physical and cognitive growth,
adding to the adverse effects of stunting and malnutrition in developing countries.69 Poor women and
children employed in agriculture are often most exposed and carry the health burden of pesticide
exposure.70
Endocrine-related diseases and disorders are on the rise, such as incidence of preterm birth and low
birth weight, and neuro-behavioural disorders associated with thyroid disruption affect a high
proportion of children in some countries.71 Unfortunately, despite our knowledge of many dangers,
health impacts of toxic exposures are increasing. For example, it is well known that lead is highly toxic -particularly for young children -- and damages the brain, nerves, kidneys, stomach and bone marrow as
well as causes irreversible intellectual and developmental disabilities.72 However, preventable child leadpoisoning deaths increased more than 220% between 1990-2010, from 210,000 to 675,000.73 The
burden of death and disability for children -- and mostly poor children -- is increasing due to the
increasing global consumption of lead, largely for batteries.74 Most (97%) of the world’s batteries are
reported to be recycled, mostly in low-income countries in informal, largely uncontrolled settings where
poor families and children are the most exposed.75 Accidents and large-scale outbreaks of lead poisoning
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of children from artisanal mining76 and the battery and e-waste recycling industry are becoming more
common across the developing world.
Evidence and Examples for Key Message 3:
Children’s voices, choices and participation are critical for the sustainable future we want
Children not only inherit the future, they also have the right to actively shape their future in the present.
The 2012 UN Resolution, The Future We Want, states in paragraph 50, “We stress the importance of the
active participation of young people in decision-making processes, as the issues we are addressing have
a deep impact on present and future generations and as the contribution of children and youth is vital to
the achievement of sustainable development. We also recognize the need to promote intergenerational
dialogue and solidarity by recognizing their views.”77
People-centred sustainable development will have greater impact and sustained success by partnering
with and empowering children and young people to advocate, innovate and act sustainably.
Development results improve when children and young people are consulted, provided opportunities to
voice their concerns and initiate action to influence their own present and thus take responsibility for
their future. However, to activate this potential, children and young people need support and direct
investment to break down apathy, exclusion and other causes for disenfranchisement. Empowering
children and young people means providing them with quality education, skills, information, values and
opportunities for participation in sustainable development. Experience shows empowered children and
young people can effectively exercise their right to be heard and be taken seriously, become responsible
citizens, broaden their skills and competencies, make sustainable choices and become effective future
guardians of a sustainable world. The following examples show how empowering and partnering with
children and young people through learning and education; engaging and listening to them; and
investing in their innovation and problem solving, can deliver the competencies and opportunities
children and young people need to engage in the debate, support their communities and become the
citizens and leaders that drive sustainable development.
LEARNING AND EDUCATION: Children and young people must learn to thrive in and drive the social
transformation needed for the sustainable future they want. Sustainable change comes through an
educated and aware society, prepared to effectively cope with challenges and make sustainable choices
about how we consume, live and cooperate.
First and foremost, it must be recognized that children and young people can create the momentum for
long and lasting social transformation through their choices and actions to live sustainably, or not.
Inclusive, rights-based quality education, both formal and non-formal, is a primary driver of both
development progress and societal transformation to sustainable development pathways. Education is
often the missing piece. Inclusive education for all girls and boys – regardless of location, ethnic
background or disability status -- is a primary mechanism to break the structural inequalities that
impede sustainable development and prevent social cohesion. Enabling sustainable development means
empowering children through education by going the last mile to support the 61 million primary-schoolage children currently estimated to be out of school.78 Additionally, despite government efforts to
enhance environmental sustainability through the protection of biodiversity and improvement of water
resource management, many countries find that without education that transforms social values and
provides life-skills to solve problems, these efforts will not be fully effective mechanisms toward
sustainability. Education is considered by some countries to be the fundamental tool that links the three
core dimensions of the economy, society and environment together under a sustainable development
strategy.79 By integrating sustainability into education for children and young people, we engender the
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core values of social justice needed for sustainable societies. This means fundamentally transferring -along with appropriate skills and knowledge -- the value of respect for others, including those of present
and future generations, diversity in societies and cultures and respect for the natural resources of our
planet. Education for Sustainable Development (ESD),80 originating from Agenda 21, is one such process
that is bringing together pedagogies and approaches to education, public awareness and training to
equip children and young people with these foundational rights, skills, values, and knowledge to create a
more just and sustainable society. ESD programmes are locally relevant and culturally appropriate, and
prepare populations to reduce their vulnerabilities to disasters, adapt to climate change and cultivate
essential life skills and know-how to ensure productivity, social mobility and global citizenship.
ENGAGING AND LISTENING TO CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE: Partnering with children and young
people empowers them to exercise their right to participate, raises awareness of issues that matter to
children, and can lead to appropriate and innovative community solutions.
Secondly, around the world children and young people contribute to sustainable development by raising
awareness of issues that matter to them with their governments, schools and communities. Being heard
is the first step that allows them to propose and engage in solutions at the local, national and
international level. Engaging children and young people not only proves effective -- by gaining attention,
energy and momentum for issues relevant to children -- it is also their right. The CRC asserts that
children have a right to be heard in decision-making that affects their lives (Articles 12 and 13). Although
the impact of child engagement is often difficult to measure at scale, hundreds of examples are known
from around the world where child and youth empowerment has been a catalyst for child-driven change
for sustainable development.
One example is Uganda’s U-Report, a joint effort of UNICEF, civil society organizations, the private sector
and the national government to bring in the voices of children and young people on critical issues that
affect their lives.81 This mobile phone application allows anyone in Uganda with a mobile phone to
become a volunteer ‘U-reporter’, answering simple poll questions or sharing their observations and
ideas on a wide range of local development issues. During the first year, the network of U-reporters
grew by 400 to 500 members a day, to almost 200,000 members today.82 U-report is now launching or
being piloted in several other countries including Zambia, South Sudan, Democratic Republic of the
Congo, Zimbabwe and Burundi. This small effort, along with similar experiences in other countries, is
now revolutionizing social mobilization, monitoring and response efforts by enabling children and young
people to have a say and be an actor for change on issues that affect them and their communities.
Another example of the power of young voices is the international youth6 movement for climate
change, with hundreds of thousands of members from almost every country. Young people are now
recognized as official constituents to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC).
Represented through Youngo, the official youth constituency, young people are able to observe and
inform the implementation of the convention, and communicate with the secretariat of the UNFCCC on
behalf of young people at the negotiations. Members work to influence key decision-makers in
government, business and the media, and galvanize public opinion by mobilizing global and local
grassroots movements around the world. For example in Zambia, Unite4Climate is a youth-led
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The age range of participants in the international youth movement may range from adolescents and young people under the age of 18, up to
sometimes those of 25-30 years of age.
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movement which aims to create climate change awareness across the country and mobilize children and
young people through Children’s Climate Conferences. Through this programme, hundreds of child and
youth ambassadors have been trained in environmental awareness, communication and action that
helps them become peer-educators and to design appropriate solutions for their schools and
communities. Participating children have gone on to launch: community radio programmes in their
villages; waste clean-up activities and long-term waste management systems; businesses to convert
waste into valuable products to generate revenue and jobs; tree plantation programmes with local,
drought-tolerant species; and advocate for floating schools in flood-prone areas. Social media, mobile
technology open source platforms and other technologies are rapidly increasing opportunities to listen
to and partner with children and young people.
INVESTING IN INNOVATION AND PROBLEM SOLVING BY CHILDERN AND YOUNG PEOPLE: The challenges
of sustainable development need the ideas and energy of children and young people to solve today’s
problems. Engaging children and young people to be part of the solution and to make a difference in
their communities builds their life skills and confidence to be effective citizens and future leaders.
Finally, children and young people can be creative, passionate and innovative problem solvers and are
critical partners for sustainable development. Research on youth-led innovation shows they are already
making significant contributions in the domains of commercial and public products and services, civic
engagement and political activism, and cultural, subcultural or countercultural innovations.83 A vast
range of experiences indicate that when children and young people are given tools to document,
analyze and understand the challenges they face, time and time again they come up with appropriate
solutions for themselves and their communities. With support, children and young people can make a
difference. For example in Kosovo, “Prishtina Buses” is a youth-led civic-engagement project to reduce
urban air pollution and enhance local quality of life.84 The aim of this initiative is to increase the use of
public transportation instead of private cars, by launching the first online platform for residents to easily
access information on public transportation options.
Children and young people around the world are already successfully developing real solutions on
disaster risk reduction, environmental conservation, water and air quality or waste that their
communities face. For this reason, UNICEF and other organizations are explicitly partnering with and
investing in children’s and young people’s innovation. Investment in child and youth participation and
innovation not only solves local problems, but improves how we communicate and design solutions for
children and young people; strengthens their understanding of and commit to democracy,85 increases a
sense of civic belonging, and strengthens critical life skills and confidence. For example, children who
participate in child-led disaster risk reduction indicate greater capacity to cope with disasters; their
sense of security is increased; their knowledge of the risks is developed; and their sense of control and
survival potential is enhanced by knowing how to respond to disasters.86 By partnering with children
and young people they acquire critical life-skills, including core citizenship competencies needed to
create sustainable societies.
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Notes:
The text box on page 5 references several international conventions, treaties and other legal
instruments including:
 Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC). (1989). At:
<http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CRC.aspx>
 Convention on Biological Diversity. (1992). At:
<http://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=XXVII8&chapter=27&lang=en>
 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. (1992). At:
<http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/convkp/conveng.pdf>
 United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification in Those Countries Experiencing Serious
Drought and/or Desertification, Particularly in Africa (UNCCD). (1994). At:
<http://treaties.un.org/pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=XXVII10&chapter=27&lang=en>
 Rio Declaration on Environment and Development. (1992). At:
<http://www.unesco.org/education/nfsunesco/pdf/RIO_E.PDF>
 The human right to water and sanitation (2010). At:
<http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/docid/4cc926b02.html>
 A world fit for children. (2002). At: < http://www.unicef.org/specialsession/wffc/>
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