Bogotá, February 26th, 2024

Honorable
High Commissioner of Human Rights
Office of the High Commissioner of Human Rights.  
Palais Wilson
52, rue des Pâquis CH.1211 Ginebra 10 Switzerland 

Re: Input to HRC report on equal enjoyment of the right to education by every girl, pursuant to HRC resolution 54/19

Esteemed High Commissioner:
The Center for Reproductive Rights (CRR), an international organization that uses litigation and advocacy to defend reproductive rights and autonomy. We would like to contribute to this call by providing updated and independent information regarding climate crisis and its effects on the access to education by girls, particularly on the access to comprehensive sexual education as a matter of interest for the report before the Human Rights Council. 
Based on the call for contributions from the Office of the High Commissioner of Human Rights, kindly find information regarding: (I) the effects of climate crisis on the access to comprehensive sexual education and (II) the effects of the use of pesticides on the access to this right.
I. Climate crisis and access to comprehensive sexual education
Climate crisis and climate resilience are intrinsically intertwined with gender equality[footnoteRef:2] and sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) are a fundamental part of this[footnoteRef:3]. One of the main pillars of SRHR is the access to comprehensive sexual education (CSE).  [2:  International Center for Research on Women, Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights (SRHR) is a Climate Issue: Recommendations for U.S. Foreign Policy and Assistance, page 1, 2021,]  [3:  NAP Global Network & Women Deliver, Sexual and reproductive health and rights in National Adaptation Plan (NAP) Processes: Exploring a pathway for realizing rights and resilience, page 1, 2020.] 

CSE has been recognized as part of the right to education by the Inter-American Court of Human Rights in the Guzman Albarracin v. Ecuador case[footnoteRef:4], as well as by other international human rights bodies[footnoteRef:5]. CSE has been defined as “a curriculum-based process of teaching and learning about the cognitive, emotional, physical and social aspects of sexuality (…) that (…) aims to equip children and young people with knowledge, skills, attitudes and values that will empower them to: realize their health, well-being and dignity; develop respectful social and sexual relationships; consider how their choices affect their own well-being and that of others; and, understand and ensure the protection of their rights throughout their lives.”[footnoteRef:6]  [4:  Inter-American Court of Human Rights, Case Of Guzmán Albarracín et al. v. Ecuador. Judgment Of June 24, 2020 (merits, reparations and costs), para. 139, (24 June 2020). Particularly, in the Guzmán Albarracín case, the Inter-American Court of Human Rights stressed that the right to information on sexual and reproductive health and rights is a fundamental right. Paola, an Ecuadorian adolescent who committed suicide after learning she was pregnant as the result of rape, would be alive if she got access to appropriate information on abortion in a timely manner. These tragic circumstances, as well as the possibility of adolescents undergoing unsafe abortions, can be avoided by providing information and CSE at all educational levels.]  [5:  OHCHR, A compendium on comprehensive sexuality education, page 10, 2023]  [6:  WHO, International technical guidance on sexuality education, page 16, 2018] 

In Latin America, the educational infrastructure is still highly vulnerable to the impacts of climate crisis. Climate-related disasters like floods, extreme temperatures, droughts, fires, landslides, and storms, have more than tripled in the region during the last 50 years. These events can damage or destroy school infrastructure, equipment, teaching materials, and other infrastructure that connects communities to schools, interrupting young peoples’ education[footnoteRef:7]. In the region, 9 out of 10 children live in places at high risk of at least two types of climate and environmental hazards, which jeopardizes their access to education.[footnoteRef:8]  [7:  IDB, Education and climate change: how to develop skills for climate action at school age?, page 8, 2023]  [8:  IDB, Education and climate change: how to develop skills for climate action at school age?, page 8, 2023] 

These types of events linked to climate crisis can lead to interruptions that disproportionally impact on girls. Particularly, according to the Malala Fund, four million girls in low- and lower-middle income countries will be prevented from completing their education because of climate-related events.[footnoteRef:9] For example, drought can make girls more likely to miss school when in their menstrual period, due to lack of water to maintain menstrual hygiene[footnoteRef:10].  In the event of weather-related school closures, girls are less likely than boys to attend temporary school facilities because of families’ fears that their daughters could get harassed or experience violence on their journey to or from the temporary facility.[footnoteRef:11] Also, vulnerable households often cope with climate emergencies by pulling children out of schools, usually starting with girls, and putting them to work to alleviate their families’ financial hardships.[footnoteRef:12] In some cases, studies suggest that in these scenarios the risk of child marriage can increase, leaving girls vulnerable to domestic violence.[footnoteRef:13] Girls and adolescents may not be able to recognize this violence due to the lack of access to CSE: when girls go to school, they are better able to exercise their sexual and reproductive health and rights, especially in terms of: choosing whether and when to marry, whether to bear children or not; as well as the spacing between children.[footnoteRef:14] Overall, they develop agencies to make decisions about their own lives, including about their health and well-being.[footnoteRef:15] In this regard, the World Bank’s research suggests that universal secondary education for all girls could virtually eliminate child marriage and reduce early childbearing in many countries.[footnoteRef:16] [9:  Malala Fund, A greener, fairer future: Why leaders need to invest in climate and girls’ education, page 5, 2021]  [10:  Malala Fund, A greener, fairer future: Why leaders need to invest in climate and girls’ education, page 10, 2021]  [11:  Malala Fund, A greener, fairer future: Why leaders need to invest in climate and girls’ education, page 10, 2021]  [12:  Malala Fund, A greener, fairer future: Why leaders need to invest in climate and girls’ education, page 10, 2021. See also UNFPA. ]  [13:  UNFA, The impact of the CLIMATE CRISIS on sexual and reproductive health and rights, page 6, 2021]  [14:  Malala Fund, A greener, fairer future: Why leaders need to invest in climate and girls’ education, page 21, 2021]  [15:  Malala Fund, A greener, fairer future: Why leaders need to invest in climate and girls’ education, page 21, 2021]  [16:  World Bank, Missed Opportunities: The High Cost of not Educating Girls, page 4, 2018] 

All this entails an important obstacle to access to CSE, and even exacerbates the already existing barriers to this type of education, such as the lack of norms regarding its implementation and ensuring its legality, comprehensiveness, and transversality.[footnoteRef:17]  [17:  Ronconi, L., et. al, Comprehensive Sexuality Education in Latin America and the Caribbean: Where We Are and Where We Should Go, 246-296, 2023] 

Furthermore, education systems have not been able to successfully implement quality distance learning methods that allow them to continue to provide services during emergencies.[footnoteRef:18] According to the Interamerican-Bank of Development “[i]n response to the COVID-19 pandemic and unexpected school closures, countries in the region had to launch alternative strategies to continue their educational services until schools reopened. Almost all countries offered some form of distance education, like online learning or educational programs via television or radio, but evidence shows that the transition to distance learning was greatly complicated by the lack of digital infrastructure (…)”.[footnoteRef:19] The experience with COVID-19 shows the difficulties that the region’s education systems face when trying to continue providing educational services in climate or other emergencies.[footnoteRef:20] This is a challenge to CSE since evidence has shown that digital sexuality education can have positive effects on knowledge, attitudes and behaviors and can offer portability, anonymity and personalized responses.[footnoteRef:21] Moreover, it is also hampered by the digital gender gap which is growing since in all regions of the world more men than women are using the internet.[footnoteRef:22] [18:  IDB, Education and climate change: how to develop skills for climate action at school age?, page 8, 2023]  [19:  IDB, Education and climate change: how to develop skills for climate action at school age?, page 8, 2023]  [20:  IDB, Education and climate change: how to develop skills for climate action at school age?, page 8, 2023]  [21:  UNESCO, Switched on: sexuality education in the digital space, 
ED/PSD/HAE/2020/01, page 10, 2020]  [22:  UNESCO, Switched on: sexuality education in the digital space, 
ED/PSD/HAE/2020/01, page 4, 2020] 

In addition, access to CSE can be interrupted due to climate-related displacement and migration. In Latin-America, in 2020 alone, 2,8 million persons were internally displaced due to weather events.[footnoteRef:23] In these cases, girls and adolescents are not only deprived of their right to education but also they are more vulnerable to violence.[footnoteRef:24] Girls are at increased risk of violence and exploitation, including sexual and physical abuse, and trafficking during and after extreme weather events and these risks are heightened when collecting food, water and firewood or when staying in temporary shelters or refugee camps.[footnoteRef:25]  [23:  See UNICEF ]  [24:  UNICEF, Are climate change policies child-sensitive?, page 7, 2019 ]  [25:  UNICEF, Are climate change policies child-sensitive?, page 7, 2019] 

Moreover, in times of climate and environmental crisis, States tend to under-finance education to redirect that budget to other matters. However, as stated by the Inter-American Court of Human Rights in the Guzmán Albarracín case, the right to information on sexual and reproductive health and rights is a fundamental right, and, in that order, it should be prioritized during climate emergencies ensuring that all girls and adolescents have access to their right to education, including CSE. It is important to note that currently, there are two requests for advisory opinions regarding climate emergencies and State obligations before the Inter-American Court of Human Rights[footnoteRef:26] and the International Court of Justice[footnoteRef:27]. Particularly, the one before the Inter-American system aims to clarify the scope of State obligations, in their individual and collective dimension, in order to respond to the climate emergency within the framework of international human rights law, paying special attention to the differentiated impacts of this emergency on individuals from diverse regions and population groups, as well as on nature and on human survival on our planet. [26:  See https://www.corteidh.or.cr/observaciones_oc_new.cfm?nId_oc=2634 ]  [27:  See https://www.icj-cij.org/sites/default/files/case-related/187/187-20230412-app-01-00-en.pdf ] 

II. Pesticides and access to education 
Another important issue regarding climate crisis and obstacles for access to education (including CSE) is related to the use of pesticides. There has been several news regarding pesticides’ spraying in rural schools in countries such as Argentina[footnoteRef:28] and Brazil[footnoteRef:29]. Harmful toxics or pesticides include substances or mixture of substances of chemical and biological ingredients intended to repel, destroy, or control pests or regulate plant growth.[footnoteRef:30] According to scientific evidence currently available, the use of inorganic fertilizers, and manure storage and use, contribute to almost 40% of agricultural greenhouse gas emissions (GHG).[footnoteRef:31]  [28:  DW, Las "escuelas fumigadas" se extienden por Argentina, 2017.]  [29:  HRW, Brazilians poisoned by Pesticides Sprayed Near Homes and Schools, 2019 ]  [30:  HRC, Report of the Special Rapporteur on the right to food, para. 1, 2017 ]  [31:  UNEP, Environmental and health impacts of pesticides and fertilizers and ways of minimizing them, page 17, 2022] 

The Americas continues to be the region with the highest use of agrotoxics worldwide, representing 51% of global pesticides consumption.[footnoteRef:32] Brazil and Argentina are two of the largest pesticides users in the world, followed by Uruguay, Paraguay, and Mexico.[footnoteRef:33] In several Latin-American countries a great amount of the pesticides used are forbidden by the European Union[footnoteRef:34] and traces of this substances can be found in the food.[footnoteRef:35]  [32:  FAO, World Food and Agriculture Statistical Yearbook 2022, page 8, 2022]  [33:  UNEP, Environmental and health impacts of pesticides and fertilizers and ways of minimizing them, page 134, 2022]  [34:  In the case of Brazil, at least 20% of the pesticides used are banned by the European Union. See: Campaña Permanente contra los agrotóxicos y por la vida. Datos sobre agrotóxicos. In the case of Argentina, approximately 340 ingredients are actively used in commercial pesticide formulations, 120 of which are not approved in the European Union and 47% of the foodstuffs analyzed by the Argentine National Service for Agrifood Health and Quality (SENASA) were found to contain active ingredients banned in the European Union. Live Earth. See Tierra Viva. Alimentos con agrotóxicos: alta presencia de venenos en frutas, verduras y hortalizas. 2021.]  [35:  For example, in Uruguay, 97% of food consumed between 2015 and 2016 contained pesticide residues. See: Carla Almeida. Radar Latinoamericano: más agrotóxicos ¿para qué?, 2018. In Brazil, one third of the food consumed daily by its population is contaminated with pesticides. See: Asociación Brasilera de Salud Colectiva – ABRASCO. Dossier ABRASCO. Una Alerta sobre los impactos de los agrotóxicos en la salud, 2016.] 

Moreover, there is conclusive scientific evidence of multiple effects on human health caused by direct exposure to pesticides or other types of contaminants, such as increased incidence of cancers, neurological and hormonal disorders, skin diseases, respiratory diseases, among others.[footnoteRef:36] Some of the most serious impacts relate to reproductive health harms that disproportionately affect women and girls. However, despite their seriousness, they tend to be less visible. There is evidence of effects such as fertility disorders,[footnoteRef:37] increased rates of miscarriage[footnoteRef:38], low birth weight[footnoteRef:39], premature births, [footnoteRef:40] contamination of breast milk, [footnoteRef:41] and endocrine system problems with negative consequences on pregnancies.[footnoteRef:42] [36:  Asociación Brasilera de Salud Colectiva – ABRASCO. Dossier ABRASCO. Una Alerta sobre los impactos de los agrotóxicos en la salud, pages 162 and 205, 2016. See also: Instituto de Salud Socio Ambiental. Transformaciones en los modos de enfermar y morir en la región agroindustrial de Argentina, 2019. Universidad Nacional de Rosario – Argentina.]  [37:  Universidad del Valle, Grupo de Epidemiología y Salud Poblacional. Efectos del glifosato en la salud reproductiva humana, 2020]  [38:  Wanderley, Antonio y otros, Desastres socio-sanitario-ambientais do agronegocio e resistencia agroecológicas no Brasil, 2021]  [39:  Toichuev, R. M., Zhilova, L. V., Paizildaev, T. R., Khametova, M. S., Rakhmatillaev, A., Sakibaev, K. S., Madykova, Z. A., Toichueva, A. U., Schlumpf, M., Weber, R., & Lichtensteiger, W. (2018), Organochlorine pesticides in placenta in Kyrgyzstan and the effect on pregnancy, childbirth, and newborn health. Environmental Science and Pollution Research, 25(32), 31885-31894. ]  [40:  Rahimi, T., Rafati, F., Sharifi, H., & Seyedi, F, General and reproductive health outcomes among female greenhouse workers: A comparative study, 103, 2020.]  [41:  Asociación Brasilera de Salud Colectiva – ABRASCO. Dossier ABRASCO. Una Alerta sobre los impactos de los agrotóxicos en la salud, page 74]  [42:  Instituto de Salud Socio Ambiental, Estudio: Prevalencia de abortos en localidades expuestas a plaguicidas en la Región Sur-Centro de la Provincia de Santa Fe en el período 2000- 2018. 2023. Pending publication.] 


In addition, GHGs caused by the use of some types of pesticides have important impacts on reproductive health.[footnoteRef:43] In light of these impacts, the International Federation of Gynecology and Obstetrics (FIGO) recognized that exposure to glyphosate, the most widely used pesticide worldwide, can have effects on women's reproductive health, and under the precautionary principle, recommended its complete global elimination.[footnoteRef:44] [43:  International Center for Research on Women, Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights (SRHR) is a Climate Issue: Recommendations for U.S. Foreign Policy and Assistance, page 2, 2021 ]  [44:  International Federation of Gynecology and Obstetrics, Removal of glyphosate from global usage, (31 July 2019)] 


There is a direct link between access to education, including CSE, and the climate crisis, as there is a swithc of priorities of the States, and also material conditions that affect access to this educational services. CSE is basic to make reproductive decisions, avoid diseases, among other basic health preventive actions. 

III. Recommendations

Taking all the above into consideration, we firmly recommend to the High Commissioner of Human Rights to include in his report recommendations: 

· Promote an analysis of the links between Climate change and education, and its impact on girls and adolescents.
· Promote the recognition of the right to comprehensive sexual education as a fundamental right, as established by the Inter-American Court of Justice in its jurisprudence. 
· Develop and encourage scientific research free of conflicts of interest that deepens knowledge about the dimensions of the damaging effects caused by the climate crisis on sexual and reproductive health and rights, especially regarding CSE, with a gender and intersectional approach.
· Promote concrete measures for the adequate provision of Comprehensive Sexual Education, particularly for children and adolescents in all disaster response plans in the face of school continuity during the climate crisis.
· Promote the prioritization of public funding in education in times of environmental and climate crisis, including CSE. 
· Completely forbid aerial spraying and pulverization of toxics to prevent harms on children health, specifically on girls.
· Apply the precaution principle and forbid the use of all toxics suspected to cause harm to human health.
· Comply with the FIGO recommendations to avoid exposure to toxics such as Glyphosate.

We appreciate the attention that the High Commissioner of Human Rights can provide to this contribution, and the use you can make of this information on the report.

We remain available to provide any further information that might be required. All the inquiries can be sent to acoll@reprorights.org or tagosti@reprorights.org.

Kindly,


Center for Reproductive Rights. 
LAC Program.

