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Summary
 
The following report is presented by European Link Coalition in collaboration with other organisations. Attention has been drawn by the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child about the existence of activities involving children and adolescents below the age of 18 (hereinafter children) that violate a nation’s obligations under the Convention.

The Kingdom of Bhutan having recognised an expansive homeless animal population, invited the engagement of international organisations to reduce animal numbers humanely. As a theocracy, violence against the animals has been minimal. However in many other societies such violence has been extensive and witnessed by children with associated ‘Harmful Effects’.
 
The UN Committee has responded to these ‘Harmful Effects’ to children caused by witnessing violent homeless animal management programs by advising nations where this takes place to ensure that children are not exposed to these practices. The Committee has declared to “Increase efforts to change violent traditions and practices that negatively affect the well-being of children (…)”.
 

The United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child has included an express statement regarding exposure to violence against animals as a violation of the rights of people under 18 years old in the formulation of the Concluding Observations for Tunisia & Azerbaijan. However this practice is extensive in many other nations.


During the 94th Session of the Committee, UN General Comment 26 was launched. UN General Comment 26  explicitly places a ‘strict obligation’ on States Parties through the inclusion of the following statement ‘ Children must be protected from all forms of physical and psychological violence and from exposure to violence, such as domestic violence or violence inflicted on animals’ (GC26 G35)
​
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1. Violent Government Homeless Animal Control Practices Witnessed by Children: policies, evidence-base information and key concerns
 
In many countries the preferred practice of managing homeless animal populations is conducted by shooting or poisoning the animals. ​​                                                                                                
A subsequent study conducted by Teesside University, UK (Plant et al,2016) explored the effects on children experiencing violent practices against animals in societies where homeless animal populations are subject to management by killing with violent practices.   

The effects were the same as identified in exposure to bullfighting but on a significantly greater scale exercising this practice in public and witnessed by children (Ladny R.T & Meyer,L (2019). Violent government activity invites a normalisation of violence (Thompson K.L & Gullone. E. (2006)

 Passivity allows uncontrolled numbers of homeless animal populations with attendant social status diminishment, encouraging societal violence against animals, again witnessed by children.
​It should be noted that although these practices may be a nocturnal activity, the children are affected by hearing the sounds of violence, can witness this from their windows & also see animals dying on the streets after only being severely wounded.

It should also be noted that eradication practices promote social stigmatization of the animals which encourages a normalization of violence against animals & which is evidenced to also potentially be enacted in the human domain, typically with domestic violence & child abuse..
 
This could all be prevented if a national neutering program was developed, as recommended by World Animal Health Organisation (OIE) [1] , World Health Organisation (WHO) (as also effective in rabies control) [2] and Federation of Veterinarians of Europe, (FVE) [3]. Such programs are empirically shown to be the ONLY effective homeless animal management practice, replacing the killing practices.
 
  
[1] https://www.oie.int/fileadmin/Home/eng/Health_standards/tahc/current/chapitre_aw_stray_dog.pdf 
[2]  https:/www.who.int/rabies/animal/dogs/en/ 
[3] https://www.fve.org/cms/wp-content/uploads/004-Stray-dogs-position-paper-adopted.pdf





2. Violation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and General Comments: Articles 3, 6, 12, 19.1 and 27.1.

 
The situation in many countries in relation to children and violent animal abuse practices violates the following articles of the Convention:
 
· General principles: articles 3 and 6
 
Protection and care of well-being of children and best interests of the child shall be a primary consideration.
 
GENERAL COMMENT no. 5 (2003) general measures of implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. “Article 3, paragraph 1 -In all actions concerning children the best interests of the child shall be the primary consideration.

According to Concluding observations (2010) of the Committee on the Rights of the Child CRC/C/TUN/CO/3(32), Committee concerns about the views of children not being sufficiently taken into account and respected.
 
· Civil rights and liberties: article 19.1
 
State Parties shall take all appropriate legislative, administrative, social and educational measures to protect the child from all forms of physical or mental violence.
 
The State Party has not taken appropriate steps to protect children from the mental harm of abuse caused by children being exposed to violent homeless animal management practices.
 
According to Concluding observations (2010) of the Committee on the Rights of the Child CRC/C/TUN/CO/3 (42), the Committee encourages the State party to prioritize the elimination of all forms of violence against children and recommends that the State party pay particular attention to prohibit all forms of violence against children and use the recommendations of the United Nations Study on Violence against Children as a tool for action in partnership with civil society and, in particular, with the involvement of children to ensure that all children are protected from all forms of psychological violence and to gain momentum for concrete and time-bound actions to prevent and respond to such violence and abuse.
 
· Wellbeing and basic health: article 27.1
 
Article 27. 1. The State Parties recognize the right of every child to a standard of living adequate for the child's physical, mental, spiritual, moral and social development.
 
Recognition of the right included in article 27.1 is violated when dealing with public animal killing, as the mental, spiritual and moral development of children is severely compromised by the experience linked to the activity and to traumatic consequences and after-effects of viewing such an event, including habituation to violence, traumatic effects, moral desensitization and disturbance of values.
 
Similarly, the resolution of the General Assembly of the United Nations on "Children's Rights" A/RES/61/146, of 19 December 2006 condemned all forms of violence against children and urges States to take effective legislative and other measures to prevent and eliminate violence in all its forms (physical, mental and psychological).
 
Thus, the State Party has not adopted the necessary legislative and administrative measures to ensure children such protection and care as is necessary for their wellbeing and to protect against mental abuse in public places.
 
The physical, mental, spiritual and moral development of children is severely compromised by the danger linked to violence inflicted on animals and to the traumatic consequences and after-effects of viewing such events. Witnessing public killing of sentient beings often befriended by the children does not foster the development of those educational values incumbent on the State Parties.
 
[bookmark: _Hlk144746227]The Committee has already declared its position on the exposure of children to violent animal abuse with UN General Comment 26 providing authoritative guidance with ‘ Children must be protected from all forms of physical and psychological violence and from exposure to violence, such as domestic violence or violence inflicted on animals’

 Traumatic effects on children, who cannot freely express their feelings in an environment shaped by adults. A child’s normal reaction to the sight of an animal bleeding as a result of human violence is always, on principle, one of rejection, distress, and fear. Progressive desensitization with an erosion of affective empathy & progressive normalisation of violence from traumatization potentially life-affecting, are among identified results (Merz-Perez, L., Heide, K. M., & Silverman, I. J. (2001). 

 
Habituation to violence occurs if we show them that gratuitous violence can be acceptable and even recommendable. Witnessing the mistreatment of animals perpetuates the cycle of violence by desensitization and imitation of behaviours, especially among people who are at an age when they are learning and being taught.
As a result, significant evidence exists showing that youths who repeatedly witness the mistreatment of animals might be more susceptible to “learning” to use violence in their personal relationships (Wright, J., & Hensley, C. (2003), Murrell, A. R. Merwin, R. M., Christoff, K. A., & Henning, K. R. (2005), Daly, B., & Morton, L. L. (2008), Buka, S. L., Stichick, T. L., Birdthistle, I., & Earls, F. J. (2001).

 
Confusion of values because the child’s opinion of what is fair and unfair is destabilized. Public killing of innocent domesticated animals is the negation of what children understand a value to be. Children’s ability to feel empathy is not only limited to human beings; they can also feel it for animals. (Bexell, Clayton & Myers, 2019)This is based on the concept of biophilia - the innate emotional bond that humans have towards other living creatures - a predisposition that is particularly strong in children. (Fine & Weaver, 2018). Killing animals also runs contrary to law - and children know that mistreatment of animals is punishable by law in many countries.

 
Exposure to violence inflicted on an animal can result in a weakening of the moral compass at a time when children need to find role models to identify with. Children, anxious to preserve the image of their parents and to avoid conflicts of loyalty, have no option but to deny the brutality they have witnessed and to hide all feelings of compassion towards the animal victim. A progressive desensitization process ensues with an erosion of affective empathy and a normalisation of violence which can then be taken into the child's adult world and enacted against people and property. A Cycle of Abuse can be created which results in an increased likelihood of child safeguarding issues and domestic violence. All forms of public violence against animals can cause 'Harmful Effects' to the observing child whether these practices include shooting, poisoning or violent removal for later slaughter.

 
Children exposed to violent practices suffer sometimes life changing effects. Effects include empathy erosion & a normalisation of violence. These consequences can, and often do, have a long-standing negative impact on individuals, families, and communities.


3. Domain Unification of UN Convention on the Rights of the Child   with UN Sustainable Development Goals

Following a body of research into the effects on children exposed to violent animal abuse traditions & practices, a resultant report was submitted to the UNCRC. During the 87th Session of the Committee these issues were raised as a recommendation to the authorities of Tunisia, to prevent children from exposure to societal animal abuse. This had been an expansion of the Committees recommendation that children should not be exposed to bullfighting because of ‘Harmful Effects’ caused to the child.
 
Significant research conducted over decades also attests to effects on children exposed to violent practices. These can include erosion of empathy & a normalisation of violence which is often taken into adulthood & enacted in the form of domestic violence & child abuse. Effects are caused to the child exposed to violent animal abuse because of a child’s empathic engagement with the sentience of the animal.

Additionally, research also shows the importance of empathy in sustainability initiatives. Studies show that low empathy is linked with less support and dedication towards sustainability initiatives (Brown et al, 2019; Lenna et al, 2022; Wang et al, 2023). This growing consensus in evidence has lead to the “proposal of empathy as a key phenomenon
that shapes human-environment relations”(Brown et al, 2019)
 
Relating the UN Committee recommendations for 2030 Agenda & each relevant SDG :-
 
Agenda Point 8 ‘ children growing up free from violence ‘ Concerns of the UN Committee was that children can normalise violence by experiencing violent  animal abuse. UN Convention Articles 3, 6, 19 & 27 
UN General Comment 26 Section G:  states  that:
‘Children must be protected from all forms of physical and psychological violence and from exposure to violence, such as domestic violence or violence inflicted on animals.’
 
Agenda Point 9 Envisage a world where …humanity lives in harmony with nature & in which wildlife & other living species are protected’ 
UN General Comment 26 states ‘The developmental benefits of a healthy environment include those linked to opportunities to experience outdoor activities and to interact with and play in natural environments, including the animal world.’ - GC26 Section C para 23
 
SDG 3 UNCRC concerns about the mental health of children exposed to violent practices against homeless animals. UN Convention Article 19 ‘to protect the child from all forms of physical or mental violence’
 
SDG  4 Quality Education UNCRC Article 27 & 29 ‘a standard of living adequate for the child’s physical, mental, spiritual, moral and social development’
 
SDG 15 Life on Land. Recognition that empathic connection with other sentient beings is a natural human function & one which can be eroded by exposure to external influences.
 
SDG 16 Perception of injustice to fellow sentient beings. UNCRC Article 29.
 
SDG 17 Partnerships for the Goals
Protection of children from experiencing violent practices against homeless animals requires a partnership solution to humanely remove animal numbers from the streets. The sole solution is a WHO, OIE & FVE recommended national neutering program. UNDP had already engaged with such a program in Bosnia even before learning of the human impact & the recommendations of UNCRC.
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4. Concluding Recommendations
 
European Link Coalition makes the following recommendations in order that State Parties meet their obligations pursuant to the Convention on the Rights of the Child and General Comment 26 ‘Children must be protected from all forms of physical and psychological violence and from exposure to violence, such as domestic violence or violence inflicted on animals’ :


Violent homeless animal management practices conducted by State Parties, are both historically proven to be unsuccessful but also unnecessary. World Health Organisation (WHO) , World Organisation for Animal Health (WOAH)  & European Federation of Veterinarians (FVE) all advise national neutering programs as the ONLY effective solution. The Kingdom of Bhutan has successfully introduced such a program which has humanely managed the homeless animal population.

We would strongly suggest replication of such a program in societies where homeless animals are violently managed by shooting & poisoning in public places where children are exposed to such violence. It is suggested that pioneering initiatives are created in the Kingdom of Morocco & the Republic of Tunisia whereby replicating the program conducted in Bhutan both State Parties can achieve compliance with General Comment 26 & the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

International organisations are prepared to provide support & assistance.  Authorities could invite the support of organisations in Morocco & Tunisia with expertise in this domain.

 A monitoring & reporting program would provide substantial resilient data, evidencing the progress of such a program & inviting replication in other nations with extensive homeless animal populations currently being managed by violent practices. Both State Parties could establish claims to be creating precedents which others could follow.
 

That UNICEF, in compliance with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child General Comment 26, seek to ensure protection of children from experiencing violent animal abuse by informing all UNICEF country offices & challenging respective governments to cease all violent animal abuse traditions & practices which can affect the children.
​

Embracing these issues with recognition of natural empathetic connections with sentient animals within various Goals of the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development Goals.

UNSDP provides support to these programs.
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