
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SDG 13: CLIMATE ACTION 
Climate change and environmental degradation are equity issues that 

undermine the rights of every child, especially the most 

disadvantaged. As the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

(IPCC) recently reported, urgent action is needed to combat climate 

change and its impacts on current and future generations.  

 

It is more and more evident that realizing children’s rights as 

embedded throughout the SDGs – access to economic opportunity, 

nutrition, heath, education, equity, water, energy, and peace – are 

contingent on taking action to address and adapt to climate change.  

 

The onset and ongoing crisis of the global COVID-19 pandemic has only exacerbated the situation, especially for the most 

vulnerable children.  COVID-19 may not have been directly caused by climate change, but there are strong parallels and linkages, 

pointing to environmental degradation as a common underlying risk factor. Humanity has been on an unsustainable collision 

course with nature, and the emergence of this pandemic, as well as our vulnerability to similar risks in the future, will only increase 

if we continue on this path.  In sum, both climate change and the COVID-19 pandemic require us to listen to experts, to unite 

behind the science and not play politics with people’s lives. This means responding to the challenge at the appropriate scale and 

treating a crisis like a crisis with the urgency that’s needed. UNICEF has created a toolkit for young people to raise awareness 

and take action against COVID-19 and has also developed a set  key asks for governments on combatting the triple threat of 

climate change, environmental degradation and COIVD-19. Many of these lessons and guidance can also be applied to climate 

change, such as helping to combat misinformation online. We can all play a part in spreading accurate facts and science, 

countering the misinformation that puts lives at risk (Lessons from the COVID-19 pandemic for tackling the climate crisis). 

 

KEY ASKS 
 

UNICEF encourages governments conducting a Voluntary National Review (VNR) to ensure their reports on SDG 13 are:  

 

1. Supporting continuous and environmentally focused education during the pandemic. Education systems, infrastructure and 

curricula need to be adopted to teach children about climate change, the environment and responsible and sustainable 

consumption and production. This will equip children and young people with the skills needed to build the green economies 

and assume the green jobs of tomorrow. 

 

2. Making children and child voices/solutions the centre of climate change and environmental strategies and plans. Child 

rights should be explicitly integrated into key national climate change and adaptation strategies, policies and planning 

documents, including the Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) and National Adaptation Plans (NAPs), as well as 

COVID-19 response and recovery plans and budgets. The views and voices of children should also be sought for both the 

development and implementation of said policies and plans, through inclusive dialogue and consultation with children and 

young people.  

 

3. Enhancing ambition of mitigation & adaptation approaches for children and youth. Is the climate strategy/policy ambitious 

and urgent, does it have ambitious mitigation and adaptation measures that protect the rights and best interests of children 

and young people from harm caused by climate change, is it holistic and multi-sectoral, does it address the specific risks 

and vulnerabilities for young people through specific sector interventions? 
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“You might think we are too young to know 

about the risks and realities of climate change. 

But we see its effects in our daily lives. “– 

Gertrude, 16, Tanzania 

 

“We are the last generation that can end 

climate change. We can and we will.” – 

Khishigjargal, 24, Mongolia 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/25/coronavirus-nature-is-sending-us-a-message-says-un-environment-chief
https://www.voicesofyouth.org/campaign/take-action-and-help-fight-covid-19
https://wcmsprod.unicef.org/media/77151/file/COVID-19-Climate-Change-Key-Asks.pdf
https://wcmsprod.unicef.org/media/77151/file/COVID-19-Climate-Change-Key-Asks.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/stories/lessons-covid-19-pandemic-tackling-climate-crisis


 

4. Recognizing children as agents of change and provide a platform to elevate their views, opinions and concerns, identifying 

solutions, and promoting environmentally sustainable lifestyles – setting an example for their communities. The 

participation of young people is both a necessity and also part of their fundamental rights (Article 12, Convention on the 

Rights of the Child). To help fulfil this right, UNICEF has created Voices of Youth, a dedicated platform for young advocates 

to offer inspiring and original insights on issues that matter to them. Enhance the meaningful participation of children and 

youth in climate change processes, including through the Action for Climate Empowerment dialogue, by participating in the 

Youth Delegate Programme in the UNFCCC, and supporting the YOUNGO Global South Youth Scholarship (Cop 25: join the 

Declaration on Children, Youth and Climate Action). 

 

5. Protecting children from the impacts of climate change which requires increased focus and financing on adaptation and 

increasing the resilience of the services that children depend upon most - such as water, health, education and nutrition. 

 

6. Reducing greenhouse gases and promote sustainable energy investments so that global temperature increases are limited 

ideally to 1.5 degrees Celsius. Greenhouse gas emissions are rapidly increasing, and the world is not on track to meet its 

commitments to avoid global warming. Ambitious targets and actions to curb emissions will benefit hundreds of millions 

of children. Prioritising sustainable energy and low carbon solutions, such as decentralized solar energy, cleaner cooking 

fuels and energy conservation practices in public facilities, will not only assist in curbing greenhouse gas emissions but 

simultaneously ensure access to clean, reliable and modern energy services. 

 

7. Addressing environmental degradation and reduce the effect of harmful pollutants on children: Emerging and alarming 

evidence is beginning to show the direct impact of air pollution on children. Every day approximately 93 per cent of children 

under 15 – a full 1.8 billion young people - breathe dangerously polluted air. Worldwide, over half a million children under 

five years died from air pollution related causes in 20161.This is more than the total child deaths due to Malaria, Measles 

and AIDS2. Around 300 million children globally3, including 17 million babies currently live in areas where the air is toxic – 

exceeding international limits by at least six times4. It also affects children’s cognitive development. This is further 

perpetuating poverty and inequity, with the most disadvantaged children and communities often at the greatest risk. Air 

pollution is exacerbated by the use of fossil fuels – a key driver of climate change.  

 

8. Accelerating and scaling up investments to strengthen resilience and adaptive capacity of children to climate impacts. The 

SDGs and Sendai framework specifically reference the urgent need to strengthen resilience to natural and climate related 

disasters and shocks (drought, floods, epidemics and storms). Climate adaptation and climate-related disaster risk reduction 

measures must be implemented for and with children: climate resilient school structures in vulnerable zones, youth dialogue 

to enhance social cohesion, and participatory climate risk mappings are examples of working for and with children to achieve 

climate resilient development in risk-prone settings. Ensure climate-disaster response includes investments in child 

protection, education, health, nutrition and WASH. 

 

9. Reducing inequity to promote resilience to climate change. The poorest children and their families are, and will be, most 

affected by climate change. Programmes to develop policy, raise awareness, build institutional capacity and support 

communities to adapt to climate change and strengthen their resilience must prioritize the poorest and most marginalized 

children, families and communities who are disproportionately affected. Reducing inequities now – providing access to safe 

water and adequate sanitation; good nutrition and food security; strong and accessible health systems; and well-functioning 

and shock responsive child and social protection systems - will give disadvantaged children a better adaptive capacity to 

cope with climate impacts.  

 

MONITOR -- THE IMPORTANCE OF DISAGGREGATED DATA COLLECTION, ANALYSIS AND USE 

 

To accelerate strategies and actions on the above priority areas for children and climate action, data is necessary. Climate change 

related data/evidence on areas most relevant to children is scarce, specifically on interlinkages between climate and child health, 

nutrition, education, displacement, migration, etc. Collecting and disaggregating SDG 13 Targets and Indicators is vital in 

understanding how and where children are being left behind in the context of addressing climate change.  

 

INVEST -- SOCIAL SPENDING AND PROGRESS ON RESULTS FOR CHILDREN, ADOLESCENTS & 

YOUTH 
 

Recent estimates suggest that the cost of climate inaction is trillions of dollars more costly — and deadly — than the financial 

costs of cutting carbon pollution. Increasing the money available to deal with climate change is both urgent and necessary. It 

will provide the resources to protect children from the worst impacts of climate change through adaptation and will also ensure 

a safer future for all future generations through low carbon development. Long-term climate finance must be distributed and 

 
1WHO, 2016 Burden of disease from the joint effects of household and ambient air pollution for 2016. Summary of results. Geneva: World Health Organization;   
2 WHO, 2017 Causes of Child Mortality. 
3 UNICEF, 2016, Clear the Air for Children. 
4 UNICEF 2017, Danger in the Air. 

https://www.unicef.org/child-rights-convention/convention-text
https://www.unicef.org/child-rights-convention/convention-text
https://www.voicesofyouth.org/
https://www.voicesofyouth.org/campaign/cop25-join-declaration-children-youth-and-climate-action
https://www.voicesofyouth.org/campaign/cop25-join-declaration-children-youth-and-climate-action
https://www.who.int/news-room/detail/29-10-2018-more-than-90-of-the-world%E2%80%99s-children-breathe-toxic-air-every-day
https://www.who.int/news-room/detail/29-10-2018-more-than-90-of-the-world%E2%80%99s-children-breathe-toxic-air-every-day
https://www.unisdr.org/we/coordinate/sendai-framework
https://www.unicef.org/media/63846/file
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-018-0071-9
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-018-0071-9
https://www.who.int/gho/child_health/mortality/causes/en/


 

targeted in such a way that those most vulnerable, such as children, benefit from adequate investment to cope with the growing 

impacts of climate change. UNICEF encourages governments to: 

 

• Allocate climate funding (domestic/international) to promote and scale up investments/actions for children.  

 

• Work in partnership with the private sector to develop and incentivize innovative approaches and technologies to benefit 

children most at risk from climate impacts and environmental degradation.    

 

ACTIVATE -- AWARENESS BUILDING & MEANINGFUL PARTICIPATION OF CHILDREN, 

ADOLESCENTS & YOUTH 
 

UNICEF encourages governments to improve climate education, awareness and participation especially among children and 

adolescents. Personal behaviour changes are central to popularizing more sustainable choices around the globe -- including 

through household energy use, transportation and food choices, recycling and waste-reduction behaviours, and other climate-

friendly decisions. Oftentimes, educating and engaging children, adolescents, and youth leads to wider household and 

community changes and therefore is a critical intervention to result in wide-scale shifts. Empowering young people with 

knowledge can also lead to innovations – including through technology or creative approaches to reduce greenhouse gases or 

otherwise promote climate action. Their education and engagement on the issue as current change agents and future decision 

makers, entrepreneurs, consumers, teachers and parents will help ensure the sustainability of our efforts. 

  

Children, adolescents and young people are already some of the fiercest advocates for climate action and environmental 

sustainability. Spurred by young people, over 4 million people called for climate action on the eve of the UNGA – and there have 

been over 13 million strikers on Fridays For the Future rallies. There is an unprecedented level of interest and willingness among 

children, adolescents and youth to take and help shape climate action.  

 

UNICEF encourages national partners to involve and empower children, especially the poorest and most vulnerable, in processes 

regarding the implementation and review of SDG 13 through participatory means including to:  

 

• The process for preparing the 2020 national review should directly involve children and adolescent girls and boys, especially 

the most marginalized or excluded. For example, through consultations (on and/or offline), surveys or polls, focus group 

discussions, etc. UNICEF together with civil society, child-focused organizations and other partners could support the 

government in that process. The results of these efforts as well as the methods employed should be described in the VNR 

report, including the number of young people involved in the process.  

 

• Actively involve children, adolescents and youth, especially the poorest and most vulnerable, in local and national climate 

change planning processes and policies through consultation and other participatory means, and as part of ongoing 

efforts to make children, adolescents and youth aware of these issues, inspire their positive action and expand the space for 

their participation in accountability mechanisms and activities. (e.g., National Climate Change Adaptation Plans, Nationally 

Determined Contributions). This should be part of a continuum to regularly, meaningfully and consistently engage children, 

adolescents and youth as agents of change to influence behaviours and social norms amongst themselves, their households 

and their communities. It goes beyond engagement just for the purposes of reporting periods, but rather systematizing the 

engagement of young people in a variety of ways and across media and communications channels, including for example: 

digital platforms (including U-Report), participatory theatre, intergenerational community dialogues, community & 

children’s radio, participatory video, school clubs, TV Edu-tainment and child-participatory research.   

 

• Provide spaces for children, adolescents and youth to learn about, discuss and take action on the SDGs, including Climate 

change and other environmentally oriented SDGs. UNICEF can support this effort due to our existing work in this space and 

creating child-friendly education and entertainment materials through our foundational partnerships on the World’s Largest 

Lesson and Comics Uniting Nations.  UNICEF’s Youth Activate Talk Methodology  is also a platform from children to express 

their ideas on the SDGs through a variety of mediums.    

 

 

 

For more information, visit: https://www.unicef.org/sdgs  

 

 

http://worldslargestlesson.globalgoals.org/global-goals/protect-the-planet/
http://worldslargestlesson.globalgoals.org/global-goals/protect-the-planet/
http://www.comicsunitingnations.org/
https://www.unicef.org/media/60596/file
https://www.unicef.org/sdgs

