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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The dual challenges of climate change and 
COVID-19 compound on each other and are 
disproportionately impacting children in 
East Asia and Pacific (EAP). This calls for 
ambitious climate actions that help realise 
the fundamental rights of every child and 
support a green recovery from the COVID-19 
pandemic. Globally, approximately 1 billion 
children (nearly half of the world’s children) 
live in countries that are at extremely high-
risk from climate change.7 The EAP region is 
among the most impacted by climate change 
and environmental degradation in the world.8 
Children bear a disproportionate share of the 
impact of both climate change and COVID-19. 
Children are not only the generation that will 
have to live with the consequences of climate 
change, but they are also more concentrated 
in vulnerable households. 

The immediate loss of income from COVID-19 
has been particularly harmful for families that 
were already vulnerable before the pandemic 
started. Affected children and young people 
are now less likely to have access to health 
care and may become more at risk of child 
labour. Malnourishment in children is becoming 
more severe due to the rise in poverty 
combined with the inability to access school 
meals. An additional 18 million people in East 
Asia were projected to have been pushed into 
food insecurity by the end of 2020.9 Children 
have been deprived of education at a vital 

stage in their lives, which may lead to long-
term deterioration of their life outcomes.10

Climate action and COVID-19 recovery 
measures must account for the needs of 
children and inter-generational justice. They 
must provide relief to one of the most affected 
groups in society while also contributing 
positively to tackling the climate crisis and 
economic recovery. As countries update their 
Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) 
in an effort to reduce global emissions, it 
important to recognise that climate resilience 
and disaster risk reduction are also vital to 
reduce the existential stress on vulnerable 
families. Sectors of particular importance are 
nutrition and agriculture, education, social 
protection, and WASH and health.

This working paper aims to provide evidence 
of how children can be effectively targeted by 
pro-growth, national climate policies, through 
NDCs and COVID-19 recovery strategies. This 
is done by first understanding the causal links 
between COVID-19 recovery strategies, climate 
policies, and the impacts on children. These 
findings are then used to develop a cost-benefit 
assessment in support of an investment case 
for child-centred climate policies. This analysis 
presents a multi-criteria assessment of the 
investment value and impact on children of a 
portfolio of shortlisted child-related climate 
actions.

Introduction

7  UNICEF (2021). The climate crisis is a child rights crisis. Available at:  
https://www.unicef.org/media/105376/file/unicef-climate-crisis-child-rights-crisis 

8  Asian Development Bank (2017). A Region at Risk – The Human Dimensions of Climate Change in Asia and the Pacific. 
Available online: https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/325251/region-risk-climate-change.pdf

9  UNICEF (2021). Protecting children from the economic impact of COVID-19 on small businesses.
10 UNICEF (2020). COVID-19 and children. Available online: https://data.unicef.org/topic/COVID-19-and-children/ 
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Strategic case for why child-centred climate actions and 
green COVID-19 recovery measures are urgently needed 
in East Asia and the Pacific 

Table 1 Summary of core policy areas for child-centred climate actions

5 UNICEF (2019). It Is Getting Hot, Call for Education Systems to Respond to the Climate Crisis
6 UNICEF (2019). It Is Getting Hot, Call for Education Systems to Respond to the Climate Crisis
7 Chatham House (2020). The business case for investment in nutrition
8 https://www.unicef.org/eap/reports/childrens-environment-and-health-east-asia-and-pacific 
9 UNICEF (2014). Children’s Vulnerability to Climate Change and Disaster Impacts in East Asia and the Pacific
10 UNICEF (2019). It Is Getting Hot, Call for Education Systems to Respond to the Climate Crisis
11 UNICEF (2015). Unless We Act Now: The impact of climate change on children

The table below summarises how climate actions can benefit children through increasing climate 
resilience and greening of essential services for children, including nutrition and food security, 
health, education, social protection, and water and sanitation. 

Policy area Description of climate and environment-related issues  
in EAP countries and impact on children

Nutrition 
and  
food security

Food insecurity has led to high rates of malnutrition and child stunting in 
the EAP region, the problem is compounded by climate change.5 Low levels 
of nutrition have been shown to reduce educational attainment, negatively 
impact health outcomes and create high economic costs.6,7

Health Children in the EAP region are highly exposed to air pollution, climate 
change, hazardous chemicals and pesticides8. Temperature increases have 
been linked to increases in malnutrition and some of the main diseases 
impacting child mortality, including cholera, diarrheal disease and vector-
borne diseases like dengue fever and malaria.9

Education Climate change significantly affects educational attainment indirectly through 
impacts on family livelihoods, nutrition and health, as well as direct impacts 
on education infrastructure and associated costs. Education systems in the 
EAP region have been particularly disrupted by the COVID-19 pandemic and 
are exposed to disruption due to extreme weather events and disaster10. 

Child 
protection

Climate change can impact children’s exposure to violence through forced 
displacement, migration, and the scarcity of water and energy sources. The 
increasing risk of scarcity of water due to climate change and scarcity of 
firewood due to deforestation will also impact children’s safety. 

Social 
Protection

Climate change affects household poverty and child deprivation through direct and 
indirect impacts of climate-related disasters and slow onset changes.

Water and 
sanitation

Climate change is contributing to water scarcity and children’s access to 
sufficient, safe water and sanitation services. These factors all have impacts 
on children’s food security, health and education through posing risk of 
injury and risk to life, increased exposure to disease, forced migration and 
impacting access to basic services and education.11

Source: Vivid Economics
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A review of climate actions in NDC and policy measures in COVID-19 stimulus packages show 
that there is limited consideration of child-specific issues across countries in EAP region. 
A recent UNICEF study found that only about 20% of the new and updated NDCs from EAP 
countries were found to be child-inclusive, incorporating the needs and priorities of children 
and young people.12 Meanwhile, child-centered issues have not been prominent in COVID-19 
recovery packages across the region. 

Child-Centred Climate Policy Actions in the context of 
the COVID-19 pandemic
Recognising the varied nature of interventions applied in the region, a diverse portfolio of 14 
interventions across nine sectors was selected for quantification in the investment case. These 
interventions were selected based off a longer list of interventions following analysis of NDCs 
and COVID-19 stimulus package interventions for seven EAP countries.

Figure 1 List of countries and 14 child-related climate measures

Source: Vivid Economics

The sector-specific child-centered climate actions selected for detailed analysis of the potential 
scale of investment and the associated impacts on children are set out in Table 2.

Deep dive into impacts annually on 7 EAP countries

Indonesia

Viet Nam

Thailand

Malaysia

Cambodia

Mongolia

Fiji

Note: The estimates provided have not been reviewed by partner governments and are primarily 
from desk-based analysis with the objective to get the findings out quickly, to encourage 
discussion. These may be subject to revision later.

12 UNICEF (2021) Making Climate and Environment Policies for and with Children and Young People.
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Quantified impacts across the portfolio of child-related climate measures on children annually 
across 7 EAP countries

Investment Value

Investment Values

TOTAL: 

USD$100bn child deaths 
avoided annually

children lifted  
out of poverty

Fewer children with 
limited studying 
hours due to 
improved  
energy access

Fewer 
children with 
malnutrition 
due to 
Climate-Smart 
Agriculture

Fewer children 
affected by 
flooding due 
to improved 
defences

Access to education

Child malnutrition

Flood defences

children lifted  
out of poverty 

youth jobs
generated 

100,000 

Premature child  
deaths avoided

Children out of poverty

Other impacts on children

Children out of poverty

Employment impacts

Direct impacts Indirect impacts

1.6million

1.4million

4.4million

100,000

0.9million

2.1million
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Source: Vivid Economics

Table 2 Sector specific child-centred climate actions selected for detailed analysis

Sector Actions

Transport 1.  Fuel efficient and clean vehicles: Vehicle renewal focuses on the light 
vehicle fleet, that is individual passenger cars. It refers to the transition  
from older Internal Combustion Engine (ICE) models with limited fuel 
efficiency to more modern ICE and Electric Vehicles (EVs).

2.  Public transportation: fleet substitution (from older diesel buses to  
newer and/ or EVs) and a shift on transportation modes, from individual 
vehicles to public transit and other last-mile alternatives, such as bikes, 
scooters and ride sharing. 

3.  Road safety: Infrastructure investments that could reduce fatalities,  
both inside and outside of vehicles.

Energy 4.  Expansion of renewables: transition of electricity generation, from  
fossil fuels to renewable sources.

5.  Energy efficiency: measures to reduce electricity consumption of users, 
especially in commercial and residential buildings.

6.  Clean energy access: ensuring that all households have access to 
electricity, either through grid connection or off-grid systems.

Clean 
technologies 
for 
households

7.  Clean cooking and heating fuels and appliances: Cleaner, efficient,  
modern fuel and appliances for cooking and heating to reduce household 
air pollution and reduce negative health effects on children from indoor  
air pollution. 

Social 
protection

8.  Climate-resilient safety net: food security safety nets to low-income 
families affected by food and nutrition insecurity that will increase due to 
climate change.

Forests 9.  Reducing deforestation and reforestation: protecting forests and forest 
ecosystem services.

Agriculture 10.  Climate-smart agriculture: climate interventions that increase climate 
resilience of agriculture as well as reducing GHG emissions in the 
agriculture sector. This includes mogri-irrigation and technology in 
smallholder farms.

Disaster risk 
management

11.  Flood control measures in flood-prone areas, including mangrove 
protection and restoration as nature-based solutions for flood defenses.

Health 12.  Communicable disease management: reduction, control and  
management of climate-sensitive diseases.

WASH 13.  Climate-resilient drinking water: measures for improved resilient drinking 
water infrastructure and services.

14.  Climate-smart sanitation: measures for improved resilient sanitation 
infrastructure and services.
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Child Benefits of the Child-Centred Climate Actions 

The quantified economic analysis of the selected portfolio of policy actions provides an 
indication of the scale of that investment in child-centred climate measures can have. It shows 
that for an annual investment in a given portfolio of USD$100bn across seven EAP countries, 
approximately 2 million youth jobs could be supported, almost 2.5 million children could be 
lifted out of poverty and over 100,000 children could avoid premature deaths. Additionally, 
nearly 1.4 million fewer children could face limited studying hours due to improved access 
to energy, 4.4 million reduced children with malnutrition due to investment in climate-smart 
agriculture, and over 100,000 fewer children affected by flooding due to improved flood defenses.

Investment Values of Child-Centered Climate Actions
An annual investment of almost USD$100bn is estimated to be required by 2030 to 
implement the above portfolio of child-centred climate policy measure across the 
seven selected countries. Indonesia represents the highest investment value of all seven 
countries, at USD$45bn. Almost half of this total investment value (over USD$40bn) is 
associated with capital intensive transport sector interventions.

Figure 2 Estimated annual investment values by 2030 across the selected EAP countries  
(USD$ bn 2020)

Source: Vivid Economics 

Other Energy

Indonesia Viet Nam Thailand Malaysia Cambodia Mongolia  Fiji Total

45.1

15.6

21.8

13.7 2.4 0.9 0.3 99.9

34.5

1.9

5.1

6.8

18.7

4.3

5.6

4.0

7.6

7.6

11.1

4.8

18.8

21.8

43.5

Transportation
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Table 3 Summary of impact based on estimated investment values by country for overall 
portfolio of actions

Source: Vivid Economics 

Country Invest-
ment 
value

Youth 
jobs sup-
ported

Children 
out of 
poverty

Pre-
mature 
child 
deaths 
avoided

Reduc-
tion in 
children 
with 
limited 
study 
hours

Reduc-
tions in 
children 
with mal-
nutrition

Fewer 
children 
affected 
by flood-
ing

USD bn, 
annual

Total 
(‘000s)

Total 
(‘000s)

Total 
(‘000s)

Total 
(‘000s)

Total 
(‘000s)

Total 
(‘000s)

Indonesia  45  1,094 1,710 91  964  1,203  59 

Viet Nam  16  302  199 7  -    1,389 36 

Thailand  22  359 293 8  -    1,682  12 

Malaysia  14  285  148  1.3  -    3  8 

Cambodia  2  69  100 5  391  -   3   

Mongolia  1  21  22  0.6  16  124  -   

Fiji 0.3    7    7   0.1   1    -    4   

TOTAL  100  2,138 2,479 113  1,372  4,402  121 

This study shows that there is a strong imperative for investing in child-centred climate solutions 
given their overall benefits for children, climate and the economy. Moving forward, investments 
in child-centred climate solutions could play an important role in addressing the climate crisis and 
negative impacts of the pandemic while contributing to the realisation of children’s fundamental 
rights in the region.
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