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Committee on the Rights of the Child – 97th session
Opening of the session, 26 August 2024

UNICEF statement

Madam Chair, dear Committee members, dear colleagues, 

It is a real pleasure to see you all again for this new session. We are very pleased that a solution was found for the session and pre-session to go ahead in spite of the liquidity crisis, allowing the Committee to continue playing its essential role in monitoring child rights globally. As always, we in UNICEF have been supporting preparations at country level and will actively engage in relevant discussions. We regret however that online participation will not be possible for pre-sessions, as this constrains the participation of national civil society actors that have unique and essential perspectives to contribute. 

Today I will share updates of UNICEF’s work of direct relevance to the Committee that took place since the last session, as well as some of the trends that we observe in relation to the ongoing pushback against child rights at the intergovernmental level. 

At the June session of the Human Rights Council, children’s rights continued to be subjected to interpretations that sought to limit and undermine existing standards as laid out in the CRC. Particularly disputed in these particular discussions in June were (1) children’s right to participate in matters affecting them and (2) children’s agency as rights holders, including their right to access health related information and services. References to children’s civil and political rights were also challenged, including children’s right to privacy in the digital environment, and children’s right to freedom of peaceful assembly. 

At the intersection of the pushback against child rights and the pushback against gender equality, girls’ rights were, as always, particularly targeted. Some States asserted that girls do not have sexual and reproductive rights, nor the right to bodily autonomy; and asked for the removal of references to girl human rights defenders in several resolutions. Girls’ right to participate in public life was also challenged. 

In the course of many of these discussions, some countries expressed the view that parents and legal guardians have a right to limit the exercise by children of their own rights, using a restrictive interpretation of article 5 of the CRC as a justification. States disagreeing with this position continued to use the statement issued by the Committee last year to assert children’s independent rights holders’ status.  

Specifically, debates took place on whether to include a mention to parental rights with respect to children’s education during negotiations in relation to the proposed new Optional Protocol of the CRC on free pre-primary and secondary education, raising concerns that the notion may be used to control the types of books, reading material and professional development material available in schools; and may result in the restricting of discussions around racism, gender and sexuality (including comprehensive sexual education) and as such limit the exercise by children of their right to receive information; to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; to preserve their identity; and to privacy, among others. 

While the current composition of the HRC at this point in time meant that sufficient opposition could be mobilized to ensure that parental rights do not appear in the final resolution, the issue will no doubt return when the content of the OP will be discussed next year. 

Another highlight of the HRC where the debates in relation to ongoing conflicts and related human rights and child rights violations. The Council in particular discussed war crimes and crimes against humanity in the context of the occupied Palestinian territory and Afghanistan, in discussions of high relevance to child rights. 

Throughout the session, we in UNICEF engaged in advocacy with member States, through statements on a variety of themes and country situations, participation in panel discussions and side-events, and support to the drafting of some key resolutions. 

Moving now to our support to the development of GC27 on the right to access to justice and effective remedies. We have developed detailed guidance on how to conduct consultations with both adults and children, in particular with respect to child safeguarding and ethical considerations. We have been promoting and are in the process of organizing consultations for GC27 at both national and regional levels, and with both adults and children. 

Efforts are particularly well advanced in the Latin American and the Caribbean and East Asia and Pacific regions, with other regions to follow. 

In Latin American and the Caribbean: some 15 UNICEF offices are planning to facilitate consultations with children and adolescents, and 10 offices are planning consultations with adults/stakeholders. The consultative processes will culminate in a regional event on the 20th of November in Panama to share and discuss the results of the consultations. At the beginning of August, an expert workshop was held in Chile with participation of 43 experts from 13 Latin American countries, to collect their contributions to the Committee’s call for submissions, also attended by the vice-chair of the Committee. 

In East Asia and the Pacific: remedies for children in the context of the business sector will be discussed during the Business and Human Rights Forum later in September. Some 10 national consultations are planned in various countries of the region, for both adults and children. 

Regional consultations are also being prepared in South Asia (with a focus on independent child rights institutions) and in Eastern and Southern Africa. Several inputs were submitted in response to the Committee’s call, reflecting priorities in different regions. 

And finally, to conclude, we wanted to briefly share that we have started planning for UNICEF’s next Strategic Plan for the period 2026 onwards and aim at reflecting the centrality of child rights throughout the Plan. We will provide more details as preparations proceed, including in relation to consultation opportunities. 

On that note, we wish you all a productive session and look forward to interacting closely in the coming weeks. 

Thank you. 
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