
Prioritising  
access to justice 
for all children
in eu neighbourhood & enlargement policies 
and relations with central asia



The issue aT sTake
Daily tens of thousands of children in europe’s neigh-
bourhood and Central asia continue to have their 
rights violated – including their right to health, their 
right to quality education and their right to be free 
from abuse, violence and exploitation. Yet, only a 
fraction of children and families have access to a fair, 
timely and effective remedy. in other words, only 
very few among them have access to justice. 

Children in the region face tremendous obstacles in ac-
cessing justice. Children are confronted with the same 
barriers as other citizens, including lack of awareness, 
court fees, distrust in the system, fear of stigma. in ad-

dition, however, children face specific legal and social 
obstacles due to their particular status as minors. Jus-
tice systems often do not recognize or support children 
as legitimate complainants, whether because of age re-
strictions or persistent social norms tolerating violence 
against children or making it socially unacceptable for 
children to bring adults to court. Limited free legal aid is 
hampering children and their families to access the jus-
tice system. Vulnerable children, including children with 
disabilities, from a disadvantaged or poor family back-
ground or from minority communities, children without 
parental care, suffer disproportionally. 

tens of thousands 
of children

http://www.unicef.org/ceecis/region2.html
http://www.unicef.org/ceecis/region2.html


have their  
rights violated

Justice systems in the region are generally not 
adapted to children’s rights. Only a few countries 
have specialised children’s courts or fully specialized 
judges, prosecutors and investigators to handle cas-
es involving children, including child witnesses and 
child victims. as a result, children sometimes appear 
in court without information and assistance, and are 
in certain cases directly confronted with their alleged 
perpetrator. Justice systems that are not adapted to 
children risk violating their rights instead of protect-
ing them. 

access to justice is a right in itself; but it is also an 
enabling right empowering children to realise the 
rights enshrined in the united Nations Convention on 
the Rights of the Child. as stated clearly by the Com-
mittee on the Rights of the Child, ‘for rights to have 
meaning, effective remedies must be available to re-
dress violations… (..) states need to give particular 
attention to ensuring that there are effective, child-
sensitive procedures available to children and their 
representatives1’. 

1 united Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child, General Comment No. 5, CRC/GC/2003/5
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The VisiON: aCCess TO JusTiCe  
fOR aLL ChiLDReN
Respect for human rights and fundamental free-
doms is a core value of the european union and a 
guiding principle for eu action at home and abroad.2  
The Charter of fundamental Rights of the european 
union guarantees the right to an effective remedy 
and to a fair trial, including legal aid to those who lack 
sufficient resources. Promoting child-friendly justice 
systems is also a key priority in the eu’s agenda for 
the Rights of the Child. 

in relations with third countries, support for the jus-
tice sector and justice sector reform has traditionally 
been one of the eu’s principal avenues for promoting 
democratic governance, the rule of law, respect for 
human rights and development.3 With the support of 
the eu, substantial progress has been achieved over 
the last ten years in progressively establishing juve-
nile justice systems across the region (in some cases, 
child detention rates have fallen by 80 per cent).4 a 
new momentum, however, is building in recognition 

of the pressing need to look beyond juvenile justice 
and address the situation of all children participating 
in justice processes. 

at a high-level Regional Conference on Justice for 
Children, co-organised by the eu and uNiCef in 
June 2013, senior eu officials, Justice Ministers, and 
civil society partners from 21 countries and territo-
ries emphasised their commitment to ensure that all 
children, including the most vulnerable, can access 
the justice system in an effective way. 

The March 2014 uN human Rights Council full-day 
Meeting on the Rights of the Child, co-sponsored by 
the european union, also focused on access to Jus-
tice for Children. in her speech, Mariangela Zappia, 
head of the Permanent Delegation of the european 
union to the united Nations in Geneva said that ‘eq-
uitable access to justice means ensuring that all chil-
dren are served and protected by justice systems’.

2 human Rights and Democracy at the heart of eu external action – Towards a more effective approach, Joint Communication, COM (2011)886
3 Juvenile justice reforms in Central and eastern europe and Central asia and their impact on children, 2006-2012, forthcoming uNiCef-eiDhR evalu-
ation 
4 see O’Donnell, D., Juvenile justice in the Cee/Cis region: Progress, challenges, obstacles and opportunities, uNiCef Regional Office for europe 
and Central asia, 2013 

access to Justice for children is about
 R Child rights
 R Rule of Law
 R sustainable Development



“the union’s action on the international scene 
shall be guided by the principles which have 
inspired its own creation... (..) democracy, the rule 
of law, the universality and indivisibility of human 
rights and fundamental freedoms...(…) respect for 
the principles of the united nations charter and 
international law.” 
 
treaty on european union, art. 21
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a TRiPLe WiN
Prioritising access to justice for all children would help 
achieve progress on three fronts simultaneously: 

1. Prioritising access to justice for all children will 
greatly advance the eu’s broader human rights 
agenda in this region. as long as children are sys-
tematically denied access to an effective and in-
clusive justice system, child rights commitments 
will remain promises on paper. accessing justice 
is a necessary pathway to the enforcement of all 
rights put forth in the united Nations Convention 
on the Rights of the Child and national laws.

2. ensuring that all children have access to adapt-
ed, independent and efficient justice systems is a 

prerequisite for the rule of law in any given country. 
There is no rule of law without equitable access to 
justice for children, especially the most vulnerable. 
experiencing the rule of law as children will help 
citizens value it in their adult lives and therefore 
contribute to creating a rule of law culture. 
 
3. accessible justice systems contribute directly 
to inclusive and sustainable development. Justice 
systems have an important role to play in combat-
ting discrimination, restoring entitlements that 
were denied or challenging exclusion from school 
or health and social services. investing resources 
and political capital to ensure children’s access to 
justice is thus an investment in a country’s future.



The WaY fORWaRD
access to justice for children requires specific inter-
ventions, tailored to the particular situation of chil-
dren. simply extending to children generic measures 
designed for adults is not sufficient. a comprehen-
sive approach requires action in four key areas: 

Prioritise access to justice for children in eu 
external action

 R Prioritise children’s access to justice within the 
‘fundamentals first’ approach in accession coun-
tries, including in Rule of Law Dialogues, rule of 
law missions and related iPa-ii programming. 

 R Benchmark domestic reforms and progress in 
eNP countries on progress achieved in progres-
sively ensuring access to justice for all children, 
including the most vulnerable. 

 R systematically prioritise access to justice for chil-
dren in policy dialogues and human Rights Dia-
logues, including in the eu’s Rule of Law initiative 
for Central asia. 

invest in objective, reliable and comparable data 
focused on children in justice systems 

 R introduce child-focused benchmarks and indica-
tors to monitor and assess progress in reforming 
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justice systems in accession and eNP countries, 
rewarding good progress in line with the ‘more for 
more’ principle. 

 R support partners and national governments in set-
ting up comprehensive data collection systems 
that demonstrate how children's rights are re-
spected within the justice sector. 

 R invest in enhancing transparency and accountabil-
ity in national justice systems’ treatment of chil-
dren, utilising uNiCef’s global good practices and 
lessons learned in the region. 

adapt justice systems to the particular rights of 
children

 R allocate additional resources to implement the 
uN Guidelines for justice in matters involving child 
victims and witnesses of crime (2005) and the 
Council of europe Guidelines on child-friendly jus-
tice (2010). 

 R scale-up existing programmes to adapt police and 
court procedures to children’s rights and needs, 
including the establishment of specialized police 
units/officers and interviewing rooms, the setting 
up of specialized procedures in administrative, civ-
il and criminal courts and building the capacity of 
the police, judges and other professionals work-

ing with children, with a focus on multidisciplinary 
practices. 

 R systematically embed ‘access to justice for chil-
dren’ in judicial training programmes, rule of law 
initiatives, Twinning and TaieX programmes. 

 R Develop greater links between social protection 
and justice systems and ensure improvements in 
preventive measures and take up of alternatives 
to judicial proceedings. 

 R Develop regional platforms to enable national gov-
ernments, civil society and other partners to share 
lessons learned and good practices, and build re-
gional know-how and cooperation on justice for 
children. 

empowering children to claim their rights

 R Provide children with adapted information about 
their rights, the possibility to claim these rights 
and the avenues for doing so.

 R expand the provision of legal, paralegal and social 
support to children going through justice process-
es, for example, through decentralized, communi-
ty-based, multi-disciplinary child rights centres or 
legal clinics.

Forthcoming UnicEF rEports on childrEn’s AccEss to JUsticE:
• Children’s equitable access to Justice in the  
Central and eastern europe and Central asia – in 
partnership with the international Development 
Law Organization. The study sheds light on the 
state of children’s access to justice in the region. 
The study gives voice to 175 children who took 
part in the research. 

• Juvenile justice reforms in Central and eastern 
europe and Central asia and their impact on chil-
dren (2006-2012) – in partnership with eiDhR. This 
multi-country evaluation reviews the reforms of 
the juvenile justice systems since 2006 and as-
sesses the impact on children in conflict with the 
law. The study covers 11 countries and territories: 
albania, armenia, azerbaijan, Georgia, kosovo 

(uNsCR 1244), kazakhstan, kyrgyzstan, Moldova, 
Montenegro, Tajikistan and ukraine.



“We remain committed to supporting projects and 
policies that enhance child protection systems 
and strengthen the rights of children, including as 
victims or in the context of criminal proceedings.” 
 
Štefan füle, commissioner for enlargement and 
european neighbourhood Policy 
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For AdditionAl inFormAtion: 
listen to voices of children: OneMinutesJr videos on children’s access to justice  
My heart is bleeding
i am not guilty
unicef Policy briefing: Promoting equitable access to justice for all children, insights, issue 1/2014
conference report: eu-uNiCef high-level Regional Conference on Justice for Children, June 2013

see uNiCef’s website for more information on children’s access to justice for children in europe and Cen-
tral asia.
 

plEAsE contAct:
uNiCef Office in Brussels: +32 2 513 22 51 or brussels@unicef.org            

uNiCef Regional Office for europe and Central asia in Geneva: 

anne Grandjean, Regional Child Protection specialist: + 41 22 909 54 24 or agrandjean@unicef.org
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 cover page: © unicef/nYhQ2010-3020/Pirozzi

http://www.theoneminutesjr.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=AUqXwkyfhQ4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NKXNM0uuqEw&feature=player_embedded#t=0
http://www.unicef.org/ceecis/Insights2014_on_promoting_equitable_access_to_justice_for_all_children.pdf
http://www.unicef.org/ceecis/RegionalConference_JusticeForChildren_Brussels_June2013.pdf
http://www.unicef.org/ceecis/protection_17330.html

