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1. Last November, during its General Conference, UNESCO celebrated the 30th anniversary of the Convention on the Rights of the Child with a conference attended by 400 youth and several personalities, including the President of France, Emmanuel Macron who underscored the need for a new international policy declaration for the protection of children in the digital environment.”
2. UNESCO welcomes the initiative, initiated by this Committee, of producing a general comment on the “children’s rights in relation to the digital environment”.
3. The challenges of applying the principle that all rights that must be guaranteed off line must also be guaranteed on line is a challenge that applies to all human beings, including, of course, children.
4. The digital environment offers unique opportunities for fostering the children’s rights, but also opened new risks and new forms of harm. Our challenge here is to maximize the opportunities, avoid and/or mitigate the harms and to address the risks very carefully, because in many occasions facing risks is a necessary step for building resilience, therefore risks isn’t equal to concrete harm.
5. The digital environment, for the first time in the history of childhood, enhanced exponentially the effective right of freedom of expression and freedom of information for children. The presence of children’s voices in the digital public sphere is a fact, which not necessarily has been translated in an enhancement of the presence of children’s voices in our families, schools and building of policies. Therefore, we must pay particular attention in better understanding how the exercise of the freedom of expression right online can take place in line with the overall spirit of the Convention and how it can be translated to the off line world.
6. For enhancing children’s freedom of expression and access to information rights, for maximizing opportunities, mitigating risks and fighting harm, it is key to develop and implement better and bolder media and information literacy policies. This is the path towards the empowerment of children and their families to deal with the many challenges coming from the digital revolution and is very much linked to SDG4 and the need for fostering quality education policies, including global citizenship education and a more coherent and comprehensive use of ICTs for Education.
7. For all that, more data will be needed, collected with the overall perspective that the digital environment is a complex ecosystem, therefore the children’s rights protection and promotion within this ecosystem must be assessed also considering many other elements present in it. That’s why UNESCO’s member states have validated the concept of Internet Universality, where four pillars are essential to describe the internet we should foster: Rights; Openness; Accessibility and Multi-stakeholder Governance (R.O.A.M).
8. To assess how different countries are developing an internet environment under these principles, UNESCO has designed a tool called Internet Universality Indicators, where an entire section is dedicated to children’s rights. Many member states already started applying this tool and these national exercises might offer relevant inputs to the Committee in order to draft the general comment. https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000367617
9. It is important to highlight that new elements are also already impacting children’s rights, such as Artificial Intelligence, Internet of Things and Big Data, to mention only a few. UNESCO is also developing tools and knowledge around these issues.
10. We understand you will have regional consultations for getting new inputs to feed your discussions for the general comment. Please count with the network of UNESCO’s field offices, if necessary. 
11. I would like to finish with the words of UNESCO Director-General, Audrey Azoulay who ended her speech celebrating the 30th anniversary of the Convention, quoting a Polish doctor and educator, Janusz Korczak. "Children," he used to say, "are not people in the process of becoming person, but person in their own right.  ...The unknown that lies dormant in them is our hope for the future." It was he - Janusz Korczak - who at the beginning of the 20th century committed himself to the idea that international law should not be a pious hope, but should create rights and duties. In order for children's words to be respected, we must first know where we come from, we must remember this man who died with the children of the Warsaw ghetto. We must remember the past but also look to the future, to work together, everywhere in the world, so that in our societies the interests of the child always come first. 
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