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I. Preface

"Children's Rights and the Environment" is an overarching topic with long-term effects for adolescent

and future generations. The right to grow up healthily is not summarized by a single article of the UN

Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). The National Coalition has been using the term

"ecological children's right" since as early as 1999 to describe the right of every child and adolescent

to grow up in a healthy, sound environment that allows them to live healthily and develop their full

potential.1 By signing the UNCRC, the member states agreed to enforce the rights stated in the

Convention. These include providing conditions for a healthy childhood.

a) General Comment on Ecological Children's Rights.

The General Comments of the UN Committee offer valuable guidelines to governments and civil

societies on the practical implementation of children's rights. They provide a benchmark for the

evaluation of the progress in implementing the Convention on the Rights of the Child and are seen as

highly authoritative. The National Coalition Germany recommends issuing a General Comment on

"Children's Rights and the Environment" to the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child. Such an

interpretation aid would serve as an important instrument for action, as no specific UNCRC article on

ecological children's rights exists and many articles have to be consulted to interpret the UNCRC in

relation to growing up in a healthy and sound environment. A General Comment would ensure that

many individual aspects could be considered together in realizing ecological children's rights and

allow civil societies to notify their governments of any violations.

b) Children's Interests and the Implementation of the UN 2030 Agenda

In September 2015, the United Nations (UN) decided on its global Sustainable Development Goals

(SDGs) in New York. All member states agreed to implement the UN 2030 Agenda. It is an important

instrument for realizing ecological children's rights. "Generational fairness, quality of life, social

solidarity and international responsibility—these are the guidelines for the sustainability strategy. The

goal is to reconcile economic with ecological and social interests".2 These also include the interests of

children, which must also be considered in this process. The National Coalition Germany recommends

that the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child pick up its Sustainable Development Goals which

include a broad spectrum of children's rights issues in a General Comment on ecological children's

rights.



II. Ecological Children's Rights—A Broad Field

Ecological children's rights are not summarized in a single specific UNCRC article, but appear in

several articles. Article 3 Paragraph 1 UNCRC determines that, for any measures concerning children,

the "best interests of the child" must be of a primary concern. Article 3 Paragraph 1 UNCRC

determines that, for any measures concerning children, the "best interests of the child" must be of a

primary concern. Article 4, Article 6, Article 12 Article 19, Articles24, 27, Article 28 and 31 all relate to

ecological rights in various dimensions.

In Germany, Article 20a of the Basic Law of the Federal Republic of Germany includes protection of the

"natural foundations of life" with "responsibility towards future generations." Section 1 Paragraph 3

No. 4 of the German Eighth Social Security Statute Book states that positive living conditions for

young people and their families and a child and family-friendly environment must be created and

maintained.

III. Growing Up in a Healthy Environment

Despite the ratification of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and statements in the Basic

Law of the Federal Republic of Germany and the German Social Security Statute Book, ecological

children's rights are still being limited on several levels in Germany, both on the macro level, i.e.,

globally "on the whole," on an international level and on the micro level, i.e., locally in children's and

adolescents' daily lives.

a) Macro Level Obstacles

A good physical and psychological constitution, minimizing health risks and adequate care for

children with health issues are crucial for a healthy childhood and the positive development of

children and adolescents. Environmental pollution and climate change are increasingly jeopardizing

the success of implementing human and children's rights.

Due to their not-yet fully developed immune and nervous systems, children and adolescents are

especially threatened by environmental pollution and catastrophes. No longer do acute physical

diseases, but increasingly chronic, psychiatric and psychosomatic ailments and unhealthy lifestyles

provide increasing reason for concern in Germany. A growing number of children, especially younger

children, suffer from chronic diseases.3 Ongoing emissions of pollutants, also into the food chain,

weaken children's immune systems, resulting in allergies and illnesses for their not-yet fully

developed bodies.4

The effects of climate change, floods or extreme weather fluctuations often force children to leave

their familiar environments. German developmental cooperation is based on the principle of ethic

responsibility and international solidarity. Germany must therefore contribute to sustainably

improving global economic, social, ecological and political situations.5

Loss of livelihood accompanies the impoverishment of families, further limiting the children's rights

stated in the Convention, such as growing up healthily and safely and receiving a good education. This

increasingly affects Germany and other EU countries, especially the children coming to Germany from

crisis-stricken regions.



b) Growing Up Healthily—Micro Level Obstacles 

Whether children grow up healthily depends on several factors: The situation of their family, daycare

center, school and their social and living environment, but also on being treated and participating as

legal entities.

Disruptions to early parent-child bonding and regulation, through illnesses, such as allergies, lack of

exercise, obesity and emotional development and behavioral problems, are factors that prevent a

healthy childhood. Growing up healthily includes receiving balanced, healthy and fresh food, taking

trips into nature, etc.6 Numerous studies prove that a strong relationship exists between socio-

economic status and life satisfaction, physical and psychological health, the relationship to one's

parents, attachment figures, friends, teachers and, not least, scholastic success.7

Allergy-related illnesses are among the most common health afflictions of children and adolescents.

Especially atopic illnesses, asthma, hayfever and eczema usually manifest themselves in infancy or

early childhood.8

The increase in psychological illnesses with the onset of school age is alarming.9 As a living

environment, schools can negatively impact the right to growing up healthily.10 In recent years,

surveys have consistently found that children feel more comfortable among their family and friends

than in school.11 Educational research demands increased participation possibilities in schools. Self-

efficacy, developing self-esteem and self-consciousness and personal and social skills are seen as key

factors to providing young people with the potential for creating a "good life." "Valuing one's own

opinion comes from daily participatory experiences".12

National and international studies, such as the German World Vision 2010 Children Study, note the

significant relationship between psychological well-being, psychosomatic symptoms and feeling

comfortable in school.

IV. Making Changes Towards a Child-Friendly Environment

Children and Human Rights-Oriented Environmental Education

Environmental education includes environmental learning, ecological, nature and forest pedagogics,

ecological learning, nature sensitization and experiences, and other terms.13 Environmental education

is an important educational task for every institution, such as daycare centers, pre-schools, schools

and extracurricular youth education. According to the 13 December 2012 report from the German

Education Ministers Conference on the situation of education for sustained development, education is

seen as an "important priority," but is implemented very differently among countries.14

According to the 2014 Environmental Awareness Study,15 environmental knowledge is transmitted

insufficiently at most schools in Germany. Natural and social science classes in particular offer

reference points for environmental and environmental protection topics, but are not yet utilized

sufficiently in terms of their current importance, interesting approaches, solution orientation or

teaching competency. Young people's valuable potential is not being used, as the study also shows

that young people are actually quite committed to environmental and natural protection.16



Currently, 9% of those between the ages of 14 and 25 state that they are actively involved in

environmental and natural protection. General interest is at 50%—many young people stated that

they could imagine getting involved. Topics and activities related to everyday life that can be

completed within one's own time budget are especially appealing to young people.17

Right to Participate

Children and adolescent have a right (Article 12 UNCRC) to contribute its ideas and actions for shaping

the world and the environment. Although they are the largest group, students have less and less say in

school. More than half the surveys of the first children and adolescent reports from 2010 prove that

students' participation rights are "sometimes" or "often violated". "Students' suggestions for

improving the school are most often about participationand the students could—as proven by the

surveys themselves—use their special expertise to contribute to all school topics.18 According to the

study conducted by the Fokus in 2012, over 80% of those aged 13 to 19 find it important or very

important to contribute to environmental protection themselves.19

Realizing participation rights should be mandated by law. Lower Saxony and Schleswig-Holstein's

municipal codes require participation of children and adolescents. According to Schleswig-Holstein's

municipal code, "plans and proposals affecting interests and plans must provide adequate

participation. Communities must develop suitable processes through the participation of its

inhabitants, according to Sections 16a to f".20 Additionally, when implementing plans and proposals

affecting the interests of children and adolescents, it must be explained how these interests are being

considered and the participation required by Paragraph 1 implemented.21

Providing Environmental Experience, Games and Free, Self-Determined Time 

Children and adolescents need free time to grow up and develop well. Nature, relaxation, free play

and movement are basic needs. City and regional planning must consider access to various play

spaces and free zones for children and youth.22 Experiences with nature and the environment do not

play a very important role in the daily lives of young people. According to the EMNID study conducted

in 2015, children lack contact with nature. "Due to the continuous urbanization of life, parents find it

increasingly difficult to find spaces in which their children can realistically come into contact with the

forest and the soil”.23 Increasing performance and educational pressures and uncertain job prospects

are ongoing challenges.24 "I never have time to play with my friends, because I either have too much

homework, have to study or am too sick from all this school stress”.25

V. Need and Steps for Action

Environmental Protection is a Political Topic of Children and Adolescent Interests.

This is confirmed by several surveys, such as the die Greenpeace study "Nachhaltigkeit bewegt die

Jugend"[Sustainability interests adolescents].26 According to the study, adolescents do not question

the importance of a sustainable society. They are concerned about how it can be implemented. As a

co-responsible consuming, but burdened and future adult generation, children and adolescents play

an important part in combatting climate change, its causes and effects and in protecting natural

resources. There is a need for action concerning how future generations and their interests can be

better represented in the political system and how they can adequately participate in far-reaching

political decisions.



The National Coalition Germany Offers the Following Recommendations and Steps for Action:

1. It recommends issuing a General Comment on children's rights and the environment to the UN

Committee to provide interpretation aids for realizing ecological children's rights.

2. In implementing the 2030 Agenda and the goals for sustainable development (SDGs) in and by

Germany, the interests of children and adolescents must be considered by the German Federal

Government. Children's and adolescents' participation rights have only been of secondary

importance, i.e., do not meet the UNCRC children's rights requirements. A qualitative update on

the efforts to implement the measures described in the National Action Plan for a Child-Friendly

Germany 2005-2010 on health and the environment (Chap. 2.3) must be performed.27 Positive

future perspectives must be developed by including children and adolescents.

3. Experiencing nature promotes understanding nature. Therefore, the National Coalition Germany

recommends including a "Children, Environment, Health and Generational Fairness" module in

vocational and further education curriculums to the countries and the German Education

Ministers Conference.

4. The National Coalition Germany recommends ensuring fair, inclusive and children´s rights based

education based on human rights to the federal states (Bundesländer)and the German Education

Ministers Conference. The education system must prioritize the personal development of the

students, get children to participate and prevent social exclusion.

5. The National Coalition Germany recommends that the communities give more consideration to

the healthy development and age-specific needs of children in communal and urban planning, the

design of schools and daycare centers and in providing healthcare and recommends furthermore

legally mandating participation in processes in the municipal codes of communities.

6. The National Coalition Germany recommends introducing children's welfare tests for all traffic

and regional planning to the German Federal Government. Children's and adolescents'

participation and co-determination rights must be considered in planning.

7. Risk assessment of pollutants must always follow Article 3 UNCRC's "best interests of the child"

and their special vulnerabilities.28 The National Coalition Germany recommends to the German

Federal Government setting all existing and future limits according to the needs of infants/small

children. Environmental impacts on the hormones, neurology, psychology and immune system of

a child must be continuously assessed with gender distinctions. Anthropogenic particulates must

be reduced to meet the WHO limits. The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child expressed

concerns in its 2014 Concluding Observation about the negative effects of carbon emissions on

children's health and criticized the lack of adequate measures taken by the member state against

German companies committing human rights abuses abroad. The UN Committee was supposed to

indicate to the member states through a General Comment that clear legal frameworks for

industry operating in the member state are needed to ensure that it does not infringe on human

rights, or threaten the environment or other human rights-related standards.29

8. The preventive measures of the German Federal Government and the healthcare system for

preventing allergies must be increased.

9. Reports on the relationship between global warming and illness in children and adolescents must

be further investigated (Word Health Organization and research).



10. The German Federal Government and the business sector must initiate research projects and

information campaigns on environmental, health and consumer protection focusing on young

people and cooperation, and communication through fields of action must be promoted.

11. The rights of the current younger generation and of future generations must be considered in the

German Federal Government's energy and climate policies. The energy transition must be

implemented decisively, i.e., renewable energy expansion must be promoted and the still-too-

high shares of fossil, climate and environmentally damaging sources of energy must be reduced.30

12. The well-being of future generations must be considered in the national action plan on business

and human rights. Ecological children's rights and business success are not irreconcilable, but

inseparable. Binding regulations are needed, Voluntary commitments are not sufficient.
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