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For more information, see:  

United Nations Children’s Fund, Progress for 
Children: A report card on child protection, 
Number 8 (September 2009).

United Nations Children’s Fund, The State of the 
World’s Children 2010: Celebrating 20 Years of the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (forthcoming, 
November 2009).

Landgren, Karin, ‘The Protective Environment: 
Development support for child protection’, Human 
Rights Quarterly, vol. 27, 2005, pp. 214–248.

In addition to banning FGM/C, Egypt’s child protection law 
prevents children in conflict with the law from being tried on the 
same basis as adults, ensures birth certificates for children of 
unwed mothers, restricts corporal punishment and raises the 
earliest age for marriage to 18. Implementation of this protective 
legislation has brought child and youth issues to the forefront, 
generating intense public debate about the role of state, religion 
and family in child welfare. 

Mexico’s internationally acclaimed Oportunidades programme 
addresses overlapping issues of poverty, ill health, child labour, 
school non-attendance and dropout. It provides cash payments 
to women on condition that they provide their children with 
nutritional supplements and send them to school. By 2008, 
the programme had reached almost 5 million families in all 31 
Mexican states and the Federal District, with approximately one 
fifth of the recipient families living in the impoverished southern 
states of Chiapas and Veracruz.

South Africa’s 2005 Children’s Act and Amendment provides for 
children to participate in matters affecting them and for greater 
access to health care for young people, including reproductive 
health care and HIV testing and treatment.
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Worldwide, children are subjected 
to violence, abuse and exploitation 
– from child labour to harmful 
traditional practices such as child 
marriage and female genital 
mutilation/cutting (FGM/C) to 
violence in the home, in schools, 
in communities or in institutional 
care. Children are also recruited 
by non-state armed groups and 
forces, suffer sexual exploitation 
and abuse, or are forced to flee 
their homes due to conflict or 
natural disaster. The true extent 
of violence against children is 
difficult to gauge because much 
of it goes unreported; the UN 
Secretary-General’s Study on 
Violence against Children (2006) 
estimates that between 500 million 
and 1.5 billion children experience 
violence annually. 

A protective environment 
encompassing all areas of social life 
– where laws, services, behaviours 
and practices minimize children’s 
susceptibility to risk as well as 
strengthen their own resilience 
– can prevent many forms of 
exploitation, abuse and violence 
against children.

Creating a  
protective  
environment  
for children

•	 An estimated 150 million 
children 5–14 years old are 
engaged in labour, based on 
data from 102 countries.

•	 The United Nations Office on 
Drugs and Crime estimates that 
more than 20 per cent of victims 
of all trafficking, both within 
countries and across borders, 
are children.

•	 UNICEF estimates that more 
than 70 million girls and women 
aged 15–49 have undergone 
FGM/C in 28 countries in Africa 
and in Yemen.

•	 Birth registration is an essential 
acknowledgement of a child’s 
citizenship, ensuring access to 
public services. But nearly two 
out of three children in sub-
Saharan Africa and South Asia 
were not registered in 2007.

•	 It is estimated that there are 
more than 800,000 children in 
institutional care in the Central 
and Eastern Europe and the 
Commonwealth of Independent 
States region. The underlying 
cause of many placements in 
institutions is poverty rather 
than lack of family.
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UNDERLYING ISSUES
One impediment to action on child 
protection is the perception that 
child exploitation and abuse are 
peripheral to national development. 
Child protection is, in fact, 
intrinsically linked to a country’s 
achievement of all the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs). For 
instance, child marriage often 
leads girls to drop out of school, is 
associated with disempowerment 
in household decision-making and 
may contribute to maternal and 
infant mortality (MDGs 2, 3, 4 
and 5.) 

Also, where violent, exploitative 
or abusive practices are linked to 
traditions or belief systems, the 
issues are frequently taboo for 
public and even private discussion. 
The social norms upholding such 
practices as child marriage and 
FGM/C are often so strong that 
even when families are aware of 
the harm involved, they are still 
willing to continue the practice. 

They do this because they feel that 
the social exclusion associated 
with not practising is worse.

Furthermore, although more 
data relevant to child protection 
are available today than ever 
before, signifi cant gaps remain. 
Strengthening the evidence base 
on child protection is vital in order 
to be able to assess the scale of 
child protection violations, identify 
vulnerable groups and factors of 
vulnerability, and inform policies 
and practices.

Taking these issues into account, 
the protective environment 
framework is an approach that 
identifi es systems and capacities 
needed to support child protection 
at all levels – national, community 
and familial – and marks a move 
from an approach that addresses 
the symptoms rather than the 
causes to one that is systemic and 
includes prevention.

Source: Landgren, Karin, ‘The Protective Environment: Development support for child protection’, Human Rights Quarterly, vol. 27, 
2005, pp. 214–248.
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ACTIONS

1. Commit governments to 
ensuring holistic protection 
for all children. Governments 
must provide adequate budgetary 
provisions for child protection and 
build up sectors that have a role in 
child protection, particularly social 
welfare and justice. 

2. Pass and enforce laws that 
comprehensively address child 
protection concerns. The starting 
point of child protection must be 
the ratification by governments of 
international standards and, beyond 
that, a commitment to meeting 
them. Accountability and the end of 
impunity for crimes against children 
are essential. 

3. Provide information on viable 
alternatives to existing attitudes, 
behaviours and practices 
that violate children’s rights. 
Communities must be enabled to 
identify and adopt better ways to 
pursue the well-being of their children 
and protect them from violence, 
abuse and exploitation. Public 
awareness campaigns with correct 
information from credible sources 
can play a role in changing attitudes, 
beliefs and practices that threaten 
child protection.

4. Promote open discussion of 
child protection issues. Where 
harmful practices are the result 
of social attitudes and norms, 
open discussion is essential to 
reach the coordinated, collective 
consensus necessary for large-
scale abandonment. An enabling 
environment should be established to 
allow young people to discuss their 
concerns at home, at school and with 
each other.

5. Promote meaningful child 
participation and empowerment. 
Engaging children in the issues 
that affect them is critical for their 
empowerment as actors in their own 
protection and that of their peers. This 
includes child participation through life 
skills education, peer communication, 
and activities to prevent stigma and 
discrimination as well as participation 
in legal processes and in finding 
solutions to issues that affect them. 

6. Strengthen the protective role 
of families and communities. 
Parents and caregivers can benefit 
from programmes that address 
gender stereotypes, increase their 
understanding of child development 
and promote non-violent forms of 
discipline. 

7. Improve monitoring and 
oversight through better data 
collection, analysis and use. 
Countries need to improve data 
collection and information systems in 
order to identify vulnerable groups, 
inform policy and track progress. 
National data collection on child 
protection must become routine and 
include disaggregation by sex, age 
and other vulnerability factors. 

8. Ensure a protective 
environment for children in 
emergencies. This involves a multi-
sectoral approach encompassing 
social welfare, education, health, law 
enforcement and justice components. 
Parties to conflict must ensure that 
children are protected from death, 
injury, harm, arbitrary arrest and 
detention, recruitment by non-state 
armed groups, gender-based violence, 
torture, and other cruel, inhuman and 
degrading treatment. 


