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Head of Delegation’s opening statement 
1. Thank you, Chair. It is an honour to be here with you today in Geneva. I would like to open with thanks to you for assuming the chair for today, and congratulations to Ms Skelton on her appointment as Chair of the Committee. 

2. On behalf of the UK, I want to thank the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child for its commitment to promoting and protecting the rights of all children around the world. We value the significance of this dialogue – our 6th to date since we ratified the Convention over 30 years ago. We look forward to benefiting from your knowledge to ensure we are focused on enabling children to enjoy their rights and giving them the best possible start in life. We expect that there will be areas where we may not share the Committee’s perspective. In the spirit of the Constructive Dialogue, we will be frank and open about this. 

3. [bookmark: _Toc122339971]The UK is an advocate for the treaty reporting system and is fully committed to upholding the principles set out in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. We believe passionately in providing the best outcomes for all children, regardless of race, religion, ability or socio-economic background. 

4. I would like to welcome the attendance of representatives from Civil Society at today’s hearing and thank all those members of Civil Society who have supported us throughout this reporting round. Our positive relationship with these groups has been key to our progress. We will, of course, continue this engagement once the Committee publishes its findings and recommendations.  

5. I am extremely pleased that we have engaged children throughout the reporting period to understand their knowledge of their rights and the issues they care about. To ensure our report reflected their voices, we conducted a comprehensive consultation with 5000 children to understand their views and raise awareness of the Convention. In the run up to the Constructive Dialogue, we have supplemented this with engagement sessions with children. 

6. I will now introduce the UK’s delegation. I believe this is one of the largest UK delegations to appear before the Committee – a reflection of our commitment to the Convention and the uniqueness of the UK composition. I am delighted that this delegation includes attendees from:
· the Crown Dependencies, from the Isle of Man, Jersey, Guernsey and Alderney;
· the Devolved Governments of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland; and 
· dedicated representation for the nine British Overseas Territories from the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office. 

7. I am also joined by colleagues from the UK Government. This includes representation from the Departments of: education; health and social care; justice; work and pensions; defence; and the Home Office.

8. In response to your questions, we will seek to provide the Committee with clear information, drawing out areas where there are differences across the State Party. The implementation of most UNCRC articles falls under the power of Devolved Governments, Crown Dependencies and Overseas Territories, who have their own constitutions, domestic laws and policies. Each jurisdiction has unique circumstances, diverse communities, and different challenges – but we are unanimous in our commitment to the UNCRC. 

9. I will now turn to the current UK context. Since our last Constructive Dialogue, in 2016, there have been important global and domestic developments.

10. As has been the case for so many other countries, the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic was considerable for all children across the UK. Children made significant sacrifices and endured multiple deprivations throughout the pandemic - whether through lost days of school and childcare, missed opportunities for play and socialisation, or through impacts to mental and physical health and access to healthcare. Many children navigated this with tenacity. However, we know that the experience of individual children varied, and that many who were already vulnerable suffered more.  

11. The economic instability created by the devastating war in Ukraine has contributed to the rising cost of living in the UK.  There are a wide range of pressures being faced by families, including rising food, energy and transport costs. Again, our most vulnerable children are among those most exposed to this. 

12. The UK is experiencing an unprecedented increase in the number of people making life-threatening journeys to cross the Channel. These boats often carry unaccompanied asylum-seeking children, and this has placed huge pressures on local authority children’s services. These life-threatening journeys are facilitated by criminal gangs who have no regard for children’s safety. The UK recognises the particular vulnerability of children and is taking measures that will send a clear message that children cannot be exploited. We know this issue is likely to be an area of focus for the Committee and stand ready to respond to your questions. 

13. We are aware that the Committee is also interested in the UK’s withdrawal from the European Union. The rights and best interests of the child are protected through our domestic legislation. This is unchanged since EU withdrawal, and protections for children’s rights remain.  

14. A challenge when seeking to share our positive developments since 2016 is doing justice to the breadth of areas where we have collectively made progress.  

15. Starting first with our response to the significant global challenges I reflected on earlier. Throughout the Covid-19 pandemic, we acted swiftly across all sectors –to help minimise the impact of the pandemic on children – with additional targeted action for children identified as more impacted. 

16. For example, across all jurisdictions, we provided extensive support for schools, colleges and early years settings, ensuring these remained open for vulnerable children. Tremendous efforts were made to ensure children could continue their learning where schools were closed, and to tackle lost learning. This included: the UK Government’s £1 billion pound Covid Catch Up plan; the Welsh Government’s £18.5 million pound Child Development Fund; and £500 million pounds of additional funding on educational recovery in Scotland. 

17. In August last year, in response to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the UK Government introduced the Eligible Minors’ Scheme, enabling children under the age of 18 to come to the UK without a parent or guardian. These children have been able to benefit from schools, childcare and any additional support necessary. Through this, we have enabled them to find peace and security. 

18. Tackling the pressures that families are experiencing because of the increased cost-of-living is another top priority. The UK Government is increasing financial support for parents claiming Universal Credit.  Over 8 million households will receive additional cost-of-living payments this year and the Energy Price Guarantee will further alleviate pressures on struggling families.  All Devolved Governments are also providing additional support during this period. 

19. However, across the UK, we want to do more to improve outcomes for children, beyond simply responding to these challenges. This is why we have a major reform agenda including on many areas the Committee is, rightly, interested in. 

20. We know that the 1,001 critical days from pregnancy to the age of two are when the building blocks for lifelong emotional and physical health are laid down. Supporting families through this period helps children get the best start in life. To illustrate our focus on families, we are investing over a billion pounds, including through a three-year Family Hubs and Start for Life programme. The Flying Start programme in Wales provides targeted provision including enhanced health visiting, and parenting support for families in the most disadvantaged areas.

21. Another major area of focus has been the early years. We know that high-quality effective early years provision is a key factor in improving outcomes for children and families. In March of this year, the Chancellor announced radical reforms to childcare, through the expansion of the existing 30 hours free childcare offer to children aged from nine months to three years. In both Wales and Scotland childcare offers have also been expanded. 

22. [bookmark: _Hlk134179379]We are also committed to building strong foundations for every child, including the most vulnerable. This is why we published an ambitious strategy for Children’s Social Care in February. It sets out our plans for keeping children safe from significant harm and making sure children in care have stable loving homes, long-term loving relationships and opportunities for a good life. The strategy is backed by £200 million pounds of additional investment. This builds on improvements to children’s social care services we are already making - including £259 million pounds for residential children’s homes, over £170 million pounds to support care leavers, £160 million pounds to deliver a new adoption strategy, and more than £50 million pounds each year to recruit, train and develop child and family social workers. 

23. In Scotland, the Scottish Government has committed to keeping the Promise it has made to care-experienced children and is investing £500m to improve holistic family support and support for care leavers. The Scottish Government has also introduced new legislation that places a duty on local authorities to keep siblings in care together. 

24. In March 2023, the UK Government published an improvement plan on Special Educational Needs and Disabilities and Alternative Provision. Through this plan, we will ensure children get the right support, in the right place at the right time. We will establish a single national system that delivers for every child with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities so that they enjoy their childhood and are well-prepared for adulthood. In 2020, the States of Guernsey commissioned an independent review of Special Educational Needs and Disabilities provision, and in 2022 the Scottish Government also published an updated Additional Support for Learning Action Plan.



25. In 2020, the Northern Ireland Executive published their Children and Young People Strategy. Despite the absence of a power-sharing Executive, for 4 out of the last 6 years, this represents significant progress in developing a comprehensive approach to improve the lives of children.  

26. Throughout this Dialogue, we look forward to sharing the positive progress we have made across the State Party in other areas which are of particular interest to the Committee. These reflect the distinct circumstances, communities and devolution settlements across the UK state party. Here I would highlight:
· The increased age of marriage to 18 in England and Wales; 
· The increased age of Criminal Responsibility from 8 to 12 in Scotland; 
· The extension of voting rights in Wales and Scotland to children aged 16 and 17; and
· Changes in Jersey, Wales and Scotland to prohibit the use of physical punishment, effectively providing children and adults the same protections in law.   

27. I am aware of the Committee’s close interest in issues of ratification and implementation. Again, I am pleased to share positive progress since the UK’s last Constructive Dialogue. 

28. The UNCRC and two Optional Protocols were formally extended to Guernsey and Alderney in 2020. The Optional Protocols on armed conflict and the sale of children have also now been formally extended to the Isle of Man, with effect from April 2023. 

29. The States Assembly in Jersey has approved a law to ensure due regard is given to the Convention in the development of policy and legislation. The island has also established a Children’s Commissioner. 

30. The Scottish Government has made proposals to incorporate the UNCRC and two Optional Protocols directly into Scottish law. And in Wales, children’s rights are enshrined under the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure.

31. The Overseas Territories have publicly committed to conduct a review of outstanding reservations to the Convention with a view to considering their withdrawal. We are also working with officials from Gibraltar to extend the Convention to this Overseas Territory.

32. Finally, in 2021, the UK Government ratified the Lanzarote Convention.  

33. Whilst the developments I have outlined demonstrate progress on many issues, we appreciate that there is always more for us to do. With this in mind, we are keen to engage openly and constructively with the Committee, and it is in this spirit that we welcome the Committee’s questions. 
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