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“What About Us?”
Children’s Rights and Local Governance in Norway

How well do elected local politicians understand the Convention on the Rights of the Child, and to what extent do they actively use it as a governance tool in municipal decision-making processes affecting children’s upbringing and living conditions?

INTRODUCTION
This report presents the results of the first national survey in Norway examining local politicians’ knowledge of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and related governance tools—and the extent to which they actively apply the CRC in municipal decision-making processes in the best interest of children. The study is grounded in the recommendations made by the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC Committee) to Norway following its review of Norway’s combined fifth and sixth state report on children’s rights in 2018 (CRC/C/NOR/CO/5-6).

The Committee issued a total of 98 recommendations aimed at further strengthening the protection and realization of children’s human rights. Several of these recommendations require follow-up at the municipal level, and Norway is expected to report on this progress during the dialogue in UN about the seventh periodic report in May 2025.

The reporting process between Norwegian authorities and the CRC Committee serves as a unique accountability mechanism. It provides a structured way to document the implementation of children’s human rights and acts as an important “measuring instrument” across different areas of rights. This survey addresses a subset of the recommendations under Cluster A: General measures of implementation (Articles 4, 42, and 44.6). The recommendation to “increase awareness of children’s rights in policymaking bodies and municipal administrations” (CRC/C/NOR/CO/5-6, point 10c) is central to this effort.

Specifically, the survey explores:

· Local politicians’ knowledge of the CRC’s legal status as part of national law (point 10c)

· How well local politicians are familiar with core tools for implementation, such as General Comment No. 5 (2003) on general measures of implementation, and General Comment No. 19 (2016) on public budgeting for the realization of children’s rights—including, among other issues, the use of child impact assessments (point 10c)

· The extent to which the CRC Committee’s concluding observations and recommendations to Norway are known and used by local politicians (point 10c)

· Whether municipal administrations refer to the CRC when preparing cases for political committees that address matters affecting children—and whether the rights of the child are discussed by these committees in their deliberations and recommendations to municipal councils (point 10c)

In addition, the survey examines local politicians’ experiences and perspectives related to specific 2018 recommendations, including:

· Assessment of budgetary needs for children at the municipal level, with particular attention to vulnerable and marginalized groups (point 6a)

· Allocation of earmarked funding for child-related services (point 6d)

· Independent monitoring mechanisms for children’s rights (points 7 and 8)

· The availability and use of disaggregated data related to children (point 9)

METHOD
A national web-based survey was designed and conducted by researchers at the University of Stavanger between April 2023 and May 2024 (see, Appendix, Parts 1 and 2).

Norway has a total of 357 municipalities, divided into 237 small municipalities (fewer than 9,900 inhabitants), 82 medium-sized municipalities (10,000–29,900 inhabitants), and 32 large municipalities (over 30,000 inhabitants). The project leaders contacted local politicians via email in all municipalities—specifically those serving as chairs or deputy chairs of political committees responsible for services related to children in the areas of upbringing (kindergarten, school, child welfare) and health and social affairs (including health services and NAV/social services). In municipalities without dedicated committees for these areas, the invitation was sent to the mayor and deputy mayor. Contact details were obtained from official municipal websites.

Invitees were informed about the purpose of the survey, the data collection method, and anonymity provisions. They were also provided with examples of the relevant topic areas.

The questionnaire consisted of 21 questions with various response formats and included links to key CRC-related governance documents to ensure clarity for respondents. Before the survey was distributed, it was piloted and adjusted in collaboration with professionals with expertise in children’s rights, academic researchers, and representatives from the County Governor’s office and UNICEF Norway.

Following a telephone follow-up with 80 randomly selected invitees (just over 10% of the sample), stratified by municipality size and committee type, the participation metrics were as follows:

· 267 of 730 invited individuals (37%) clicked the survey link.

· 261 (36%) responded to the consent question.

· 250 (34%) consented to participate—equivalent to 94% of those who answered the consent question.

· 199 participants (27%) completed the full questionnaire, including the final question (Q26), representing 80% of those who gave consent.

In terms of municipal distribution, approximately 55% of respondents came from small municipalities, 29% from medium-sized, and 16% from large municipalities. The majority had more than four years of experience in their committee role, and nearly 26% had over 12 years of political experience. The largest share of respondents (35%) served on Upbringing Committees (covering areas such as kindergartens, schools, child welfare, and leisure activities). A further 29% served on Health and Care Committees, 21% on Combined Committees, and 1% on Service/Operations Committees. In addition, 30 mayors or deputy mayors (15%) participated in the survey.

Although the response rate was relatively modest, several indicators support the credibility of the results. First, the answers from the 10% who completed the survey following the reminder round showed a consistent pattern with those from earlier respondents. Second, statistical tests revealed no significant differences between participants who completed the full survey and those who dropped out partway. These findings suggest that non-respondents are unlikely to have answered differently, and that the results can be considered broadly representative.

MAIN FINDINGS
The following are the main results based on statistical analysis of the data generated from the survey (see Statistical Summary Report in Appendix Part 3 for additional details):

· Limited awareness of legal status: Only about half (51%) of local politicians are aware that the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) holds the status of Norwegian law and takes precedence over other national legislation. There is a tendency for respondents from larger municipalities to be more aware of this, whereas years of political experience do not appear to influence awareness levels.

· Low familiarity with core implementation tools: A majority (68%) report little or no knowledge of the CRC Committee’s General Comment No. 5 on general measures of implementation. Only 1% of respondents state that they are very familiar with this document.

· Minimal awareness of budgeting guidance: An even larger share (73%) has little or no knowledge of General Comment No. 19 on public budgeting for the realization of children’s rights. Again, only 1% report very good knowledge of this key policy tool.

· Lack of knowledge about international recommendations: Awareness of the CRC Committee’s 2018 recommendations to Norway is even lower, with 76% reporting little or no familiarity. Only 1% say they know the recommendations well.

· Media is the primary information source: Media is the most frequently cited source of information about the CRC (44%). Cross-tabulations show that respondents from larger municipalities are slightly less likely to identify media as their main information channel.

· The Giant Leap is rarely recognized as a key resource: Only 1% of respondents identify The Giant Leap as a primary source of CRC knowledge, despite the 2016 combined fifth and sixth State report from Norway highlighting that all counties had adopted its tools and methods, and that it had been implemented—albeit with local variations—in 232 of the 442 municipalities at the time.

· Limited use of impact assessments: Just 19% of respondents report that their municipality has conducted budget impact assessments related to children's rights within the past four years.

· Uneven access to relevant data: Respondents report the highest access to data on children in contact with child protection services (58%), children with physical disabilities (58%), and children in low-income families (55%). Access to data is more limited for children with mental health needs (42%). A substantial share of respondents (62%) either lack or are unsure about access to data on immigrant children, while 68% report the same for children from national minorities and refugee children settled in the municipality after 2015.

· Access to gender-disaggregated data is limited: Only half of the respondents (51%) report having access to data on the gender distribution of children in their municipality.

· Strong support for earmarked funding: A clear majority (76%) agree with the CRC Committee’s recommendation that public funds intended to ensure children's rights should be earmarked rather than included in general budget allocations.

· Low integration of CRC in municipal processes: According to 71% of respondents, municipal administrations rarely or never reference the CRC in reports or proposals to political committees. References from politicians themselves are even rarer—81% say the CRC is seldom or never mentioned during committee discussions.

· Broad support for child-sensitive complaint mechanisms: 80% of respondents fully or partially agree with the recommendation that the Children’s Ombudsman or the Norwegian National Human Rights Institution should be given the mandate to receive, investigate, and handle complaints from children in a child-sensitive manner. Only 4% disagree.

· Interest in training and youth collaboration: A significant share of respondents supports initiatives to strengthen CRC awareness. More than half (54%) recommend day-long courses on the CRC and related documents, and 51% believe that closer collaboration with Youth Councils would also be effective.

REFLECTIONS ON THE MAIN ISSUE
It is deeply concerning that knowledge of children’s rights and the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) remains so low among local politicians who make decisions about budgets, priorities, and services for children—more than 20 years after the CRC was incorporated into Norwegian law. A lack of knowledge and competence regarding key implementation tools increases the risk that children's rights to provision, protection and participation are not realized in practice, and that local politicians fail to uphold their duty to ensure that municipalities do not violate these rights. There is an urgent need to strengthen awareness and understanding of this legal and ethical responsibility.

Children’s rights are enshrined in the Norwegian Constitution, the CRC, and the Local Government Act. The obligations of the State to uphold human rights extend equally to county and municipal authorities. Furthermore, the Constitution (Article 92) affirms that “The state authorities shall respect and ensure human rights as they are established in this Constitution and in human rights treaties binding for Norway.” This makes municipalities directly accountable for protecting and fulfilling the rights of children in their jurisdictions.

According to the Local Government Act (2018), municipalities are tasked with providing services and fostering local development in ways that benefit residents, while remaining effective, trustworthy, and sustainable. However, each municipality determines its own priorities within its available financial resources. These decisions are often shaped by the political composition of local councils and subcommittees, meaning that political priorities and views on resource allocation can differ significantly from one municipality to another.

Human rights considerations are relevant across many areas of municipal governance—impacting children, youth, adults, and the elderly alike. They include decisions on kindergartens, child protection, healthcare, social services, inclusive design, rehabilitation services, support for children in conflict with the law, and other vulnerable populations. Recent debates over school closures have raised concerns about violations of Article 3.1 of the CRC, which states that the best interests of the child must be a primary consideration, and Article 12, which grants children the right to be heard and to have their views taken into account in accordance with their age and maturity. Municipalities are also responsible for safeguarding human rights in areas such as environmental protection, freedom of expression, and democratic participation.

The municipal council is the highest political authority in the municipality, making final decisions on strategies, budgets, and both short- and long-term policy directions. The municipal administration prepares proposals in cooperation with the Municipal executive, and political committees play an important—though not decisive—role in this process. Committee composition and leadership positions reflect the diversity of political parties, and power balances may shift between election cycles. Regardless of political dynamics, it is essential that both elected local politicians and municipal staff understand their obligations under human rights law.

The lack of awareness among politicians is consistent with findings from other studies on human rights knowledge in Norwegian municipalities (e.g., NIM (NHRI), 2021) and aligns with earlier research on competence and awareness of the CRC among professionals working in education, health, child welfare, NAV, and civil society organizations concerned with children’s rights (Kipperberg, 2019). Based on this, it is therefore somewhat surprising that a large portion of the respondents confirm the presence of a central resource person or agency in their municipality that can provide information and guidance on the use of the Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
So, what can be done to increase local politicians' awareness and understanding of children’s rights and the CRC, particularly in decisions about budgeting and prioritization of measures aimed at supporting children?
Respondents in this survey recommend day-long courses on the CRC and related core documents. They also suggest that collaboration with Youth Councils is a promising way to increase local politicians’ awareness. Interestingly, a notable share of respondents emphasized the importance of engaging with Youth Councils, signaling a willingness to implement Article 12 of the CRC, which requires that children be heard and involved in municipal decision-making. For this collaboration to be meaningful, however, politicians must actively follow the national guidelines for Youth Councils issued in 2018 under Section 5-12 of the Local Government Act. A guidance document published by the Norwegian Directorate for Children, Youth and Family Affairs (Bufdir) in 2021 outlines key areas where Youth Councils are encouraged to provide input, including culture and recreational services, education and school-related issues, health services, transportation and mobility, and environmental policy.  Preliminary feedback from Youth Councils in several municipalities suggests, however, that they often only provide input on a limited number of issues and have relatively little influence on overall municipal budgets and priorities. A quick survey of municipal websites also reveals that few municipalities publicly share agendas or meeting minutes from Youth Council sessions, limiting transparency and public engagement.
To further strengthen human rights awareness within municipalities, the Norwegian National Human Rights Institution (NIM) has recommended improving legal competence among local politicians and administrative staff and establishing dedicated Human Rights Councils with clear mandates—potentially anchored in Section 13-1 of the Local Government Act.

In our view, awareness of the strong legal status of the Convention on the Rights of the Child should be elevated to a higher level, with the goal of increasing knowledge and understanding of the Convention among national, regional, and local politicians. An important measure in this regard would be to ensure that the Concluding Observations and recommendations from the CRC Committee are thoroughly debated in the national parliament, and that national authorities organize central meetings or other activities to disseminate the State party report and the Committee's recommendations, in line with the Committee’s guidance (CRC/GC/2003/5, point 73). So far, this has not occurred. Simply publishing the documents on government websites is not sufficient when the general level of awareness is alarmingly low.
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