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Children are the least responsible for climate 
change, yet will bear the greatest burden of its 
impact.

Climate change is a direct threat to a child’s ability to survive, grow, and thrive.  
Extreme weather events such as cyclones threaten their lives and destroys 
infrastructure critical to their well-being. Floods compromise water and sanitation 
facilities, leading to diseases such as cholera to which children are particularly 
vulnerable. Droughts lead to crop failures and rising food prices, which for the 
poor mean food insecurity and nutritional deprivations that can have lifelong 
impacts. By 2040, almost 600 million children are projected to be living in areas 
of extremely high water stress.

Children are the most vulnerable to vector-borne diseases that will increase as 
a result of climate change, such as malaria and dengue fever. The drivers of air 
pollution are closely related to those of climate change. Approximately two billion 
children live in areas where air pollution levels exceed standards set by the World 
Health Organization (WHO) - causing them to breath toxic air that is putting thier 
health and potentially brain development at risk. Close to 90 per cent of the 
burden of disease attributable to climate change is borne by children under the 
age of 5. 

Climate change also affects a child’s ability to learn. Extreme weather events 
destroy schools and even the transportation infrastructure required to get there. 
Moreover, extreme heat can affect a child’s ability to learn, and exposure to 
higher-than-average temperatures is associated with fewer years of schooling. 
The health impacts of climate change also can cause chidlren to not be physically 
able to go to school.

Changing global rainfall patterns are leading to crop failures and rising food 
prices, with poor agricultural societies particularly vulnerable. Climate change is 
affecting the global food system, including quantity, access, dietary diversity and 
nutritional content.All these effects also have the potential to destroy livelihoods, 
drive migration (including of unaccompanied children) and conflict, and cripple 
opportunities for children and young people. 

For children who are already disadvantaged, the 
risks of climate change are even higher.

Poorer families have a more difficult time coping with shocks. And as climate 
change makes crises more common, it will become harder to recover from them. 
Children and their families hit by one crisis may be able to absorb the shock 
provided the crisis is not too severe. However, when they are hit by two, three 
or four shocks consecutively, their coping mechanisms can become exhausted. 
Cumulative shocks mean cumulative impacts.

Because of the risk associated with them, flood and drought zones often overlap 
with areas of high poverty and low access to essential services such as water 
and sanitation. For example, more than half of the children living in areas of high 
risk of flood live in countries with low access to improved sanitation. Over 400 
million children living in high risk of flood live in countries with high proportions 
of diarrhoeal deaths. Fifty million children living in areas of high drought live 
in countries where more than half of the population lives below the poverty 
line ($3.10 per day). Climate change stands to compound these overlapping 
deprivations.

Low-carbon approaches have multiple benefits 
for children.

Many children still live without lighting and electricity in their homes, schools and 
health centres. Sustainable energy sources not only help address climate change 
but can drive better outcomes in areas such as health, water and education. 
Clean, affordable energy is considered a ‘golden thread’ – reducing indoor and 
outdoor air pollution, improving access to clean water through solar pumps, 
digital connectivity critical to young people’s future prospects and learning, 
lighting in the home so that children can do their homework at night, the cold-
chain for medicines and power for life-saving medical equipment, among multiple 
other areas critical for children’s wellbeing and improved livelihoods.



2An Environment Fit for Children



An Environment Fit for Children3

Time is running out fast. We have 
less than 11 years to make the 
transformation necessary to avoid 
the worst impacts of climate change.

The level of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere would have to be cut 
by 45% by 2030 to prevent global warming above 1.5ºC – the goal 
at which the worst impacts of climate change could be averted. While 
limiting warming to below 1.5ºC is financially and technically possible, it 
would require unprecedented transitions in all aspects of society.

The climate crisis is a child rights crisis. It is 
a child rights crisis because not only does it 
threaten to undo the major gains made over the 
past years, but it also impedes the realization of all 
the rights of children as captured in the Convention 
on the Rights of the Child. 
 
The impact is felt in some very obvious ways such as the rights to life, survival and 
development (art. 6); the right to the highest attainable standard of health (art. 24); the 
right to an adequate standard of living (art. 27); the right to education (art. 28); and the 
right to minority or indigenous culture (art. 30).  Climate change also affects the right 
of children to be free from any form of violence or exploitation (arts. 19, 32 and 34-36), 
and the right of a child to recreation and play (art. 31).
 
It is imperative that we recognize our collective responsibility and obligation to 
uphold the rights of the child in the context of climate change, to take concrete 
action to address all factors that inhibit or hinder the full realization of child 
rights, and to provide a sustainable, clean and safe environment for our 
children and for generations of children to come.
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This is the first time a global generation of 
children will grow up in a world made far 
more dangerous and uncertain as a result of a 
changing climate and degraded environment.

Effective responses to climate change are 
imperative to protect the world’s children and 
fullfill their rights. 
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WHAT WE DO

UNICEF’s climate and environmental sustainability strategy is anchored around 4 pillars. It is the basis 
for our external advocacy, programmatic interventions, and internal greening efforts

Make children a focus of environmental 
strategies

UNICEF calls for:  Children and their rights 
should be recognized as part of government 
and business climate change strategies and 
plans.

UNICEF will:  Incorporate climate risks and 
low-carbon opportunity assessments into its 
own planning processes.

Empower children as agents of change

UNICEF calls for:  Children to be a key part of 
the decision making process for government 
climate and environmental policies.

UNICEF will: Provide and promote platforms 
for children to take part in climate and 
environmental action (including disaster risk 
reduction) and advance their education.

Reduce emissions and pollution

UNICEF calls for: Ambitious commitments 
and actions from governments and business 
to reduce global emissions and pollution to 
levels to avoid the worst impacts of climate 
change.

UNICEF will: Reduce its own environmental 
footprint and promote low-carbon approaches 
in its programmes.

Protect children from impacts

UNICEF calls for: Increased finance and 
implementation for adaptation and climate 
resilience in the services that children depend 
upon most, such as water/sanitation, health, 
and education.

UNICEF will: Incorporate climate resilience 
into the delivery of its own programmes.

1 4
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UNICEF works with partners at global and local levels to achieve societal 

transformation necessary so that children can live in a safe and clean environment.

Specifically, our actions are structured around four pillars, that underpin our advocacy, 

internal operatios and programming.

1. Make children a focus of environmental strategies. 
UNICEF calls for governments to ensure that environmental policies are 

child-sensitive and that businesses ensure their practices are protective 

of the natural environment upon which children depend. The right to 

a safe and clean environment is intrinsic in the Convention of the Rights of a Child 

(CRC) and the Child Rights and Business Principles. Children are explicitly recognized 

in the Paris Accords and thus climate change adaptation and mitigation plans should 

be child-inclusive. Children are explicitly recognized in the Sendai Framework and 

thus plans for reducing the risk from natural disasters and increasing the resilience of 

communities should specifically consider the needs of children.

UNICEF will ensure that climate and environmental risks and opportunities form 

a key element of its planning processes. Working to ensure that every child lives 

in a Safe and Clean Environment is a core pillar of UNICEF’s Strategic Plan.  The 

structured methodologies that our offices use to design their programming based 

upon the evidence-driven situation analysis of children and the risks and deprivations 

they face will include climate and environmental changes as a key element – 

including opportunities for encouraging resilient and environmentally-sustainable 

development. The generation of evidence on the particular impacts upon children is 

intended not only to guide UNICEF’s efforts, but those of the wider development 

community.

Several countries now have child-sensitive national climate change adaptation/

mitigation plans that were developed through UNICEF-supported programmes. For 

example, in Bolivia UNICEF has supported the Youth Summit on Water and Climate 

Change to strengthen youth leadership in climate change adaptation and integrated 

water resources management. In Papua New Guinea, children are actively engaging 

in developing disaster response plans for their schools. Zimbabwe’s new national 

climate change policy, which was developed with the technical and financial support 

of UNICEF, was launched by the President, complete with a child-friendly edition. In 

Kazakhstan, UNICEF analyses led to the establishment of a new partnership with the 

Ministry of Energy, which is responsible for climate-related SDG targets. Elsewhere, 

UNICEF supports partners to integrate environmental education into school systems’ 

core curricula. Examples include Mexico, where – in partnership with the National 

Institute of Ecology and Climate Change – UNICEF developed and piloted new 

teaching manuals on climate change with a children’s rights approach, designed to 

complement existing course material on science and technology, history, geography, 

civics and ethics.

2. Empower children as agents of change.
UNICEF calls for a paradigm shift in our economic development model 

to provide opportunities for future generations without destroying our 

natural environment.   This will require drastic changes in individual 

behaviours, regulations, and business practices. Rather than passive victims, children 

should be recognized as the clients of tomorrow’s solutions - their concerns and 

ideas need to be heard, political space for them created and economic opportunities 

linked to environmental sustainability made the new normal. 

UNICEF will elevate the voices of children and young people in the global climate 

discourse, encourage their environmental activism and promote their involvement 

in activities that combine environmental sustainability and economic development.  

We will work to include children in climate negotiations and platforms, to provide 

platforms for them to press for the reduction of pollution, and push governments and 

businesses to create more opportunities in the green economy.

Children and young people can play a key role in addressing climate-related risks by 

exercising their views, opinions and concerns, identifying and working on solutions, 

and promoting environmentally sustainable lifestyles – setting an example for their 

communities. The participation of young people is a necessity and part of their 

fundamental rights (Article 12, CRC). UNICEF works with young people to elevate 

their voices on climate change through creative platforms, advocacy and participation 

in policy processes.

3. Protect children from impacts.
UNICEF calls for climate resilience and environmental sustainability 

to be a core element of services that children depend upon for their 

survival and well-being.  Services such as water/sanitation, health, 

and education will be increasingly pressured as a result of climate-related weather 

events and increasing pollution.  Ensuring that these services can continue to 
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function without disruption are central to protecting children in the face of a changing 

climate and environment.   Sector development strategies, budgets, infrastructure 

and capacity development should include climate resilience and environmental 

sustainability as a core element.

UNICEF will ‘walk this talk’ by incorporating climate resilience and environmental 

sustainability as a central element into its established development sectors.  UNICEF 

has global influence and deep experience in the development of services that most 

affect children. In both our downstream programming as well as our upstream policy 

support to governments, we will work to include climate resilience and environmental 

sustainability; such as promoting climate-resilient water and sanitation services, the 

use of sustainable energy and disaster risk reduction in health centres and schools, 

and in understanding and responding to environmental pollution.

Already, solar energy is already becoming increasingly common in areas of UNICEF 

support. The use of solar energy for water pumping is weidspread in UNICEF 

programmes. In Kenya, UNICEF has promoted sustainable energy solutions for 

basic social service delivery across most programmes, solar lighting for schools, 

solar vaccine refrigerators, and a pilot social protection cash transfer ‘plus’ initiative, 

providing off-grid energy solutions to improve learning and health outcomes for 

children. In Zimbabwe, UNICEF and the Government of Sweden have launched 

the Sustainable Energy for Health Facilities and Surrounding Communities pilot 

initiative. The initiative will include new solar power installations in at least 50 health 

care facilities, and the development of a strong community-based operations and 

maintenance approach to ensure long-term sustainability. In many Eastern and 

Southern African and West and Central African countries, UNICEF supports efforts 

to upgrade national vaccine cold chains with solar power to improve reliability and 

sustainability and reduce carbon dioxide emissions.

4. Reduce emissions and pollution.
UNICEF calls for drastic decarbonization of our economies that requires 

ambitious and enforced emissions reductions on the part of government 

and business, technology and business model innovation, and a 

sharp increase in climate-related finance. The evidence is clear that global average 

temperature rise must be kept below 1.5ºC if the worst impacts of climate change 

upon children are to be avoided and that this will require political will, technology and 

business model innovation, and investment. Moreover, climate change and pollution 

are intrinsically linked.  For example, the major drivers of air pollution include the use 

of non-renewable energy and non-sustainable agricultural practices; both of which are 

major contributors to climate change.

UNICEF is expanding its efforts to protect children from the effects of air pollution. 

Areas of action include strengthening health system responses to the impacts of 

air pollution, reducing air pollution exposure to children and pregnant women in 

child-centric locations, promoting air pollution reduction measures, building and 

strengthening partnerships for clean air and health and demonstrating the impact of 

air pollution on child and maternal health. In 2018, nine countries were implementing 

programmes to reduce air pollution for improved child well-being with UNICEF 

support. UNICEF WASH programmes are also increasingly focused on making 

sure safe water and sanitation services are available, livelihoods are protected, 

and children’s health and nutrition are safeguarded. UNICEF engagement ranges 

from direct support at community level (such as through rainwater aquifer recharge 

techniques) to work at national level with government partners on resilience-focused 

policy reform, WASH climate risk assessments, multi-criteria vulnerability mapping 

and capacity-building.

UNICEF will continue to work towards decreasing the carbon footprint and increasing 

the environmental sustainability of its own operations and programmes.  This 

includes expanding our efforts to ‘green’ UNICEF as part of a UN-wide programme 

that includes minimizing our carbon footprint, purchasing offsets and seeking 

opportunities to increase energy efficiency and the use of sustainable energy in our 

offices. It also includes incorporating sustainability into our procurement processes 

and ensuring that our projects and initiatives are screened for environmental and 

social impacts.
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The four pillars serve as a basis for our strategies regarding climate change and 
the environment for improving the (i) sustainability of our internal operations (e.g. 
offices and supply chain), (ii) for our global advocacy work and (iii) for our strategic 
programmatic priorities. 
 
With regard to our programmatic interventions, UNICEF has initially identified 
five areas where we have the potential to programmatically deliver climate-
related initiatives at scale in the near term. These were selected following a 
global consultation and internal assessment that prioritized programmatic 
interventions based upon the potential benefits for children, momentum in 
innovation and financing, and our ability to both demonstrate downstream 
implementation and influence upstream policy through strong 
relationships with governments and partners and our five decades 
of sector experience in humanitarian and development contexts. 
Each of the five programmatic areas cuts across the four pillars, 
as they have implications for our work to influence policies and 
strategies, are designed to protect children from the impacts of 
climatic and environmental degradation, incorporate low-carbon 
development and actively involve children and young people. 
The areas include climate smart health centres; climate smart 
schools; climate-resilient WASH services; tackling pollution 
(air, soil and water); and the engagement of children and 
young people, which we see as both a stand-alone area 
of focus, as well as integrated into each of the four other 
programmatic priorities.
 
In each of these areas, there is also considerable 
scope for innovations. Renewable energy at health 
clinics allows for better access to digital health 
applications; drones have been proven very 
useful and cost-effective in identifying where 
solar panels can be installed on roofs; and 
remote sensing has improved our ability 
to find groundwater and manage water 
resources with greater efficiency and 
effectiveness; artificial intelligence has 
enabled us to scan satellite imagery 
and identify schools which do not 
have access to connectivity.

Climate-smart 
health centres

Climate-smart schools Climate-resilient 
WASH services

Reducing exposure to pollution
(air, soil and water)

The engagement 
of children and 
young people

1 2

3

5

4



10An Environment Fit for Children



An Environment Fit for Children11

Published by UNICEF
3 United Nations Plaza
New York, NY 10017, USA

© United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)
September 2019 Design: ShangningWang.com

For more information 
please contact us at 
Climate@unicef.org


