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Committee on the Rights of the Child – 93rd session
Opening of the session, 8 May 2023

UNICEF statement

Madam Chair, dear Committee members, dear colleagues, 

On UNICEF’s behalf, I first would like to acknowledge the outstanding contribution of the outgoing Chair and Bureau and commend them for their work over the past two years. The already strong relationship between the Committee and UNICEF at the global level has grown even stronger over these past months. We think for example about our rich Biennial meeting last September and the resulting joint workplan in which we re-committed to provide concerted leadership towards a visible, coherent, and rights-based global agenda for children. 

We also think about the joint statement between the Chair and the Executive Director of UNICEF on the occasion of Human Rights Day last year; about the joint statement on child human rights defenders at the Human Rights Council in March; and about the bilateral meeting between the Chair and the Executive Director in March of this year as well. 

We look forward to enjoying the same fruitful cooperation with the incoming Chair and Bureau that will be elected today. We also wish to welcome the three new members and assure them of our support in the years to come. 

I will now provide updates of direct relevance to the work of the Committee. 

First – we would like to draw your attention to the recently released 2022 Annual Report of the UNICEF Executive Director that provides an overview of the situation of children globally and of our action last year.

As you will see, the report highlights the impact of the polycrisis on child rights. More than 5 million children under the age of 5 years died in 2021, primarily in low- and middle-income countries in sub-Saharan Africa and parts of South Asia, and 54 countries are off track to meet the SDG target for under-5 mortality. Immunization coverage continued on a downward trajectory across the globe, and without urgent action, the related SDG and Immunization Agenda 2030 targets will be unattainable. Disruptions to education persisted, as did the learning losses, disproportionately affecting the most marginalized children, especially girls. In low- and middle-income countries, the proportion of 10-year-olds who cannot read or understand a simple text surged to 70 per cent. After declining in recent decades, child marriage and female genital mutilation are now expected to increase. Globally, the births of one quarter of children under the age of 5 have never been officially recorded. More than half of all children – approximately 1 billion – live at extremely high risk from climate hazards. As of 2022, half of the 1.2 billion people living in multidimensional poverty were children. You will find details of UNICEF’s work in response to these trends in the report. 

Second – on behalf of the core group consisting of OHCHR, the SRSG VAC, SRSG CAAC and UNICEF, we have now finalized the draft SG Guidance Note on Child Rights Mainstreaming that seeks to address one of the challenges discussed during our Biennial meeting, namely the fact that child rights do not receive appropriate attention across UN entities and intergovernmental fora. A final round of consultation took place and we incorporated comments from children, civil society, UN entities as well as from the Committee – with many thanks to those of you who took the time to review.  The draft will now be submitted for adoption, or possible revisions, by the Executive Committee and Deputies Committee in New York in July. 

Third – we have continued to monitor discussions at the Human Rights Council and actively participated in the March session, which as you know traditionally includes a child focus. Unlawful forced transfers and deportation of children from Ukraine to the Russian Federation received widespread attention throughout the session of the Council, with these practices qualified as war crimes by the Commission of Inquiry in its first report. 

The HRC session saw some progress in the consideration of children as rights holders, manifested through the advancement of some key rights-based issues or approaches that had generally been considered as too sensitive so far, including the relatively extensive child participation during the Annual Day on the Rights of the Child. 

There is still a long way towards the consideration of the full scope and full weight of child rights across all HRC deliberations, however. Mentions of children were generally confined to certain statuses – such as victims or vulnerable groups – or to certain issues considered as having particular bearing on the future (‘their future’) such as climate change and the digital environment. As observed in past sessions, children were largely absent from discussions on civil and political rights.  And as in past sessions, the words ‘youth’ or ‘young people’ continued to be used as encompassing all ‘children’, and girls continued to be lumped with adults in the terms ‘women and girls’, denying children their status of distinct rights holders under international law. 

Following a now familiar trend, heated debates took place over the perceived opposition between child rights and parental rights on the one hand, and around gender equality on the other hand. We continue to observe such pushback in many countries as well, resulting in rollbacks in laws, policies and plans promoting for example gender equality, comprehensive sexual education and protection against domestic violence. 

Against this backdrop, at a recent UNICEF global leadership meeting involving all UNICEF country office Representatives and HQ senior management, UNICEF’s work to elevate the child rights agenda was discussed as a priority area of focus.

In this context, we remain interested and committed in working with all of you to elevate child rights at both global and country levels, including in the context of the 75th anniversary of UDHR and in the lead-up to the Summit of the Future next year. 

We wish you all a productive session and look forward to interacting closely in the coming weeks. 

Thank you. 
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