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The Convention on the Rights of the Child 
was revolutionary at the time of its adoption. 

Thirty years on, it has lost none of its urgency 
or relevance. The CRC made children visible 
as subjects and holders of rights in a new and 
startling way. It was universal, both in its wide 
ratification and in its spanning of economic, 
social, political, civil and cultural rights. It 
introduced the principle that the best interests 
of the child should be a primary consideration 
in all actions affecting children’s lives, and that 
children themselves should play a role in defining 
those interests. It underscored the inalienability of 
rights, and the obligation of states – individually 
and collectively – to realise the rights of every 
child, without any kind of discrimination. 

As this report has shown, the CRC has helped 
to transform the lives of millions of children, 
through changes in laws and policies, and 
social practices. Yet despite that progress, 
millions of children have been bypassed by 
a rising tide of prosperity and opportunity, 
because of who they are, or where they live. 
This is a moral, legal and economic failure that 
the world can ill-afford.

The question now is how to translate the formal 
support for the rights enshrined in the CRC into 
an irresistible force for change. The Sustainable 
Development Goals, with their broad approach 
to economic and social development, 
and peace, security and environmental 
sustainability, can be a powerful springboard 
for implementation of the CRC. But to succeed, 
the SDGs also need child rights as a central 
reference point. Action to tackle the new threats 
of the 21st century, and confront the multiple 
forms of discrimination that affect children, will 
happen only where children themselves are 
able to be agents of change.

Realising the vision of the CRC, and securing the 
rights of every child, is a formidable challenge. 
But 2019 has the potential to be a turning point 
for a number of reasons. First, all states have 
committed to collaborate on building sustainable 
societies that “leave no one behind”, regardless 
of age, gender, income, geography, ability or 
identity. There is now a decade – little over half 
of the time a child takes to reach adulthood - to 

meet the goals for 2030. Agility, determination 
and political courage will be needed to fulfil 
this promise, in a context of huge social and 
economic inequalities, widespread violence, 
and the erosion of some of the recent gains for 
children. 

Secondly, there is a demographic window. 
While the world holds the largest ever 
generation of children and young people, 
children are falling as a share of total 
population. This should provide an opportunity 
for governments to respond more effectively 
to children’s needs. Yet there is also a 
challenge, in that children are increasingly 
concentrated in the poorest countries, and 
are disproportionately likely to be poor and 
deprived of their rights. Failure to secure child 
rights in the poorest countries, with fast-growing 
populations of children, risks a ruinous legacy 
for the next generation. 

Thirdly, there is a growing bank of resources 
to improve the lives of children. The world has 
more knowledge of how children grow and 
develop; and technical solutions to respond 
to children’s needs. There are unprecedented 
financial resources, and new ways of organising 
and communicating that have the potential to 
change the future of millions of children.

These opportunities are real, but they can be 
seized only if the boldest elements of the CRC 
are delivered. This will require a fundamental 
shift, in which all children are treated as holders 
of rights, to whom adults and governments have 
corresponding obligations. Giving children a 
real voice, and listening to and heeding their 
views, will be crucial to progress in areas 
where it has been most lacking, including 
violence against children. Change must begin 
within families and communities – as the 
proverb has it, it takes a village to raise a child. 
But space for children’s rights relies, in turn, 
on wider civic rights that allow all people to 
participate in their societies as active citizens. 
Other actors, including the private sector, 
media and religious institutions, need to be able 
to play their full part in the achievement of these 
goals and rights. 
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4.1	 Recommendations

Delivering the CRC will require coordinated 
national and global efforts, led by 

governments, which take seriously the guiding 
principles of the UN Convention: the best 
interests of the child; non-discrimination; the 
right to life, survival and development, and the 
right to participate.    

It will also demand that governments apply the 
lessons of the last 30 years, which demonstrate 
what is possible, even in poorer countries 
with limited resources, but also point to major 
shortcomings in current approaches to child 
rights. Governments, working with other 
stakeholders, should:

1. Reaffirm political 
commitment to children’s 
rights by fully embracing 
the CRC, including its 
Optional Protocols, 
without any reservation, 
and following through 
on implementation at the 

national and local level. Governments should 
adopt and implement legislation, policies, 
budgets and programmes of action that are 
inclusive of all children, and recognise the 
distinct needs of children at different stages 
of childhood, and the different experiences of 
boys and girls. They must identify and address 
all forms of discrimination and violence that are 
preventing children from realising their rights, 
ensuring that the best interests of all children 
are given primary consideration. 

2. Invest today for a 
sustainable tomorrow: 
governments should invest 
in essential services, 
infrastructure and systems 
that safeguard the rights 
of children to an adequate 
standard of living, health 

care, education, family support, safety and 
protection, and play and recreation, to the 
maximum extent of available resources. To 
do this, governments must raise revenues 
and spending, in a way that promotes the 
rights of the poorest and most vulnerable 

children. Governments of wealthier countries 
should support, in line with their international 
obligations, the efforts of poorer countries to 
invest in children. The impact on children’s 
rights should be a litmus test of all public 
spending, with governments tracking and 
reporting on public expenditure in ways that 
are accountable to children. 

3. Track and demonstrate 
progress for all children, 
especially those most left 
behind, by strengthening 
local and national systems 
for collection, analysis 
and dissemination of high-
quality data. Data should 
be disaggregated by 

age, sex, and other dimensions of inequality. It 
should also be analysed and applied alongside 
qualitative data, including systematic feedback 
from children and families. Governments should 
monitor progress against the full range of 
children’s rights, including those where major 
data gaps currently exist; and ensure that data 
includes groups of children – including stateless 
children, refugees, and children with disabilities 
– who are often excluded. Governments should 
regularly report on progress through publicly 
accessible products; and provide regular 
reports to the UN Committee on the Rights of 
the Child, and other international and regional 
human rights bodies.

4. Listen and respond 
to children by making 
sure that all children, 
responsive to their age and 
capabilities, know and 
understand their rights; 
have the space to regularly 
and safely express their 
views and needs; and 

receive full responses on how their views have 
been taken into account. Governments should 
work with civil society to support children’s 
participation and voice at the family and 
community level, recognising that it is a right 
that must be respected and fulfilled, and uphold 
the rights to freedom of expression and opinion, 
and to peaceful assembly and association, and 
access to information. 
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5. Make national 
commitments now that 
will be game changers for 
the lives of children over 
the next decade:

●	 Apply a child rights approach to Agenda 2030, ensuring that no child is left behind, 
by adopting laws, policies and budgets that promote gender equality, and create 
convergence between the poorest and most marginalised children and their better-off 
counterparts, while building universal coverage of services, systems and infrastructure.

●	 Adopt time-bound plans to end violence against children, in line with SDG target 16.2 
and other targets related to violence, where necessary passing laws, investing in child 
protection systems, and working with civil society – including children’s organisations - to 
change attitudes and behaviours that expose children to violence. 

●	 Ensure effective enforcement of laws and policies designed to end violence against 
children, including systems to investigate and prosecute violations against children; and 
continued strengthening of international mechanisms to protect children, including the UN 
MRM.  

●	 Urgently address the global climate crisis and environmental threats in a way that 
safeguards children’s rights, by meeting existing international obligations on climate 
change; taking steps to decarbonise economies and mitigate already irreversible impacts; 
and by assessing environmental impacts on children and young people and engaging 
them fully in strategies to meet environmental challenges.

●	 Prioritise strategic windows of opportunity in early childhood and adolescence, through 
policies and budgets, supporting interventions in nutrition, play, education, health 
and protection that yield lifelong individual and societal benefits, and break the inter-
generational transmission of poverty and exclusion.

●	 Educate to achieve children’s rights, by investing in universal coverage of quality 
education at primary and secondary levels, and through education systems promoting 
civic engagement, and human rights education.
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