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OVERVIEW

Children have the right to be protected from abuse, neglect, exploitation, and violence, enabling them to develop
to their full potential and thrive.® This is true regardless of where children live, including in humanitarian crises
contexts. Children, in all their diversity, have the right to participate in decisions that concern them and exercise
their agency without discrimination.?

Advocacy grounded in child protection expertise can have a powerful impact in ensuring greater protection of
children in humanitarian action. Collective advocacy to engage decision makers at all levels can be especially
effective. However, in contexts where advocacy capacity is stretched, child protection advocacy often lags behind.

To address this, three overarching key advocacy messages have been developed, alongside further detailed points
under each key message, to provide accessible, content to support effective advocacy for child protection in
humanitarian action more broadly. They are intended as a foundation for creating context-specific messages,
helping to enhance efficiency and serve as a strong advocacy tool for child protection advocates. They are
accompanied by two annexes: one presenting key statistics on the impact of humanitarian crises on children and
their protection, and another providing simplified messaging to highlight the essential, life-saving nature of child
protection in humanitarian action.

Key Message 1: In humanitarian crises, children suffer first and most from widespread and severe

violence, with profound impacts on their immediate safety and long-term well-being.

Key Message 2: Child protection, prevention, and response interventions in humanitarian settings
are critical to save children’s lives and prevent long-term, irreversible harm.

Key Message 3: Addressing harm to children in crises requires a coordinated approach across

humanitarian sectors that places children and their protection at the heart of humanitarian
responses.

Annex 1: Key statistics on the impact of crises and conflict on children and their protection

Annex 2: Key messages on the essential and life-saving nature of child protection in humanitarian
action

“It’s the youngest in our societies - the people that we are meant to be
protecting and nurturing - who are among the worst hit”

Tom Fletcher, Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief Coordinator?
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KEY MESSAGES

Key Message 1: In humanitarian crises, children suffer first and most from widespread
and severe violence, with profound impacts on their immediate safety and long-term
well-being.

Children in humanitarian crises face urgent and life-threatening risks:

e Humanitarian crises are child protection crises, often resulting in immediate harm to children and those
close to them.*These crises weaken and overwhelm children’s protective environments, disrupt routines,
and severely hamper the ability of families, communities, and child protection systems to ensure
children’s safety.

e Conflict, disasters associated with natural hazards, and climate-induced emergencies expose children to
multiple and often concurrent protection risks such as forced displacement, family separation, physical,
sexual and psychological violence, abduction and trafficking, neglect, and exploitation including child
labour, child marriage, and child recruitment and use.

e In conflict settings, attacks on essential services and infrastructure such as schools and hospitals and the
deliberate denial of life-saving humanitarian assistance destroy safe spaces for children and cut off their
access to basic necessities.

e Violence against children in humanitarian crises can have fatal, life-altering, and serious physical and
psychological consequences. Children may suffer severe physical injuries or long-term psychological
trauma from exposure to violence, exploitation, or loss of caregivers.

e Many forms of violence against children—especially sexual violence and domestic violence—often go
unreported due to stigma and fear of repercussions.’

Experiencing violence during crises can have lifelong consequences for children's safety and
well-being:
® Protecting children from physical, sexual, and emotional harm and exploitation is crucial — not only to
save lives in the immediate term but also to prevent adverse childhood experiences that can have lifelong
impacts on their learning, development, behaviour, health, and well-being.®

e Protecting children is key to realising their full potential. Harmful childhood experiences can negatively
impact their health, education, interpersonal relationships, future job opportunities, and earning
potential, severely compromising their ability to thrive.
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Violence against children in crises has a detrimental impact on society and sustainable
development:

e Violating children’s rights, including their right to protection, weakens the foundations of society and
undermines investments in education, health, and other areas of humanitarian response.”

e Adverse childhood experiences disrupt social cohesion, hinder economic development, and impede
sustainable peace for communities and nations.®

® Protecting children from harm is essential to breaking cycles of violence and fostering resilient, peaceful,
and prosperous societies.

Key Message 2: Child protection, prevention, and response interventions in
humanitarian settings are critical to save children’s lives and prevent long-term,
irreversible harm.

Child protection prevention and response interventions are essential to saving lives and
enabling children to thrive in peaceful and resilient societies:

e Preventing harm to children amidst conflict and crises is possible, and even short-term programmes can
have a significant impact. If we wait to act until a child suffers an abuse or violation, it is already too late,
as the harm can have irreversible impacts.

e Investing in children’s protection, rights, and well-being today strengthens future generations, in support
of the Sustainable Development Goals®, and contributes to building peaceful and resilient societies.

e Addressing risk factors while strengthening protective factors reduces harm. For example, tackling
harmful social norms, food insecurity, and other risk factors—while strengthening protective measures
like parenting support and quality education—prevents severe outcomes such as child recruitment and
use by armed forces and armed groups.*®

e Timely response interventions, informed by early warning systems and indicators, are critical to address
urgent protection needs of children who have already experienced harm, and to prevent potential or
further harm. For example, immediate interventions such as family tracing and reunification reconnects
unaccompanied or separated children with their support systems and reduces their exposure to further
violence, exploitation, and neglect; particularly crucial for young children who may otherwise lose their
identity.

e A holistic approach to child protection strengthens families and communities, creating safe, nurturing
environments. Empowering communities to drive solutions, alongside engaging children as active
participants, ensures that responses are effective, inclusive, and sustainable.

e Recovery and reintegration support are vital for children’s healing and for fostering long-term peace and
stability. For example, children associated with armed forces and armed groups, children born out of rape,
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and survivors of trafficking require tailored support that prioritises mental health, family and community
reintegration, as well as access education and livelihoods.

e Children’s protection needs, risks, and capacities are intersectional, varying by age, gender, ability, legal
status, and other diversity factors.'! Protection responses must be inclusive and tailored to ensure no child
is left behind.

The Child Protection in Humanitarian Action sector has evidence-based standards, tools, a
skilled workforce, and solution-based approaches to protect children:

e Momentum continues to build behind the global goal of ending all forms of violence against children and

evidence-based solutions are known and within our reach, even in humanitarian settings.*?

e Effectively addressing the diverse protection risks that children face requires specialised technical
knowledge and skills that consider children's development and the specific nature of each protection
concern. Without this expertise, interventions may not fully meet the needs of children and their families,
and could do harm.

e The Child Protection sector has developed evidence-based tools and standards that have proven to be
effective and require ongoing investment and support.

e While caregivers and general humanitarian workers can play a critical role in children’s protection, they
often lack the expertise to address these specific risks. Therefore, social workers, parasocial workers, and
trained staff from local, national, and international governmental and nongovernmental agencies are
essential to delivering high-quality child protection interventions in humanitarian settings.3

e A robust, evidence-based body of work to facilitate a strong child protection response. The Minimum
Standards for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action (CPMS) is the foundational interagency resource

for preventing and responding to violence against children in humanitarian crises.'* When these standards
are not met, overstretched or inadequate services can put children at greater risk.

Local actors, communities, and children play a central role in protecting children before,
during, and after crises:

e Supporting community, local, and national actors to lead child protection efforts is essential. These actors
often possess the best understanding of their context, including the needs and most effective, sustainable
solutions to protect children.

e The lived experience, expertise, and leadership of affected populations and community, local, and
national actors is central to quality, sustainable child protection interventions. This includes community-
led and community-level child protection interventions, meaningful participation of children, their
families, and communities throughout the humanitarian programme cycle, ensuring accountability, and a
focus on capacity strengthening and sharing.?®



https://www.end-violence.org/articles/progress-sdg-16-goals-including-ending-violence-against-children-backsliding-finds-new
https://alliancecpha.org/en/CPMS_home
https://alliancecpha.org/en/CPMS_home
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Key Message 3: Addressing the root causes of harm to children in crises requires a
coordinated approach across humanitarian sectors that places children and their
protection at the heart of humanitarian responses.

Children’s needs are holistic and require multi-sectoral approaches:

e Children’s needs are interconnected, and the protection risks they face are closely tied to challenges
across health, education, nutrition, and other humanitarian sectors. For example, food insecurity can
force families to separate, exposing children to the worst forms of child labour, including trafficking and
recruitment and use by armed groups or armed forces. Malnutrition and hunger increase household
stress, heightening risks of neglect, domestic violence, child labour, and exploitation.

e Upholding children’s rights and addressing root causes of harm require a coordinated effort across all
sectors to ensure their well-being and protection. For example, integrating child protection into food
assistance can reduce negative coping strategies like child marriage or child labour, while safely identifying
and referring at-risk children for urgent protection services, like case management, alternative care, or
psychosocial support.

e A holistic and multi-sectoral approach to children, their well-being, and prevention of harm provides a
concrete path to delivering on humanitarian actors’ collective responsibility to uphold the Centrality of
Protection.®

Protecting children from harm is a shared responsibility and moral imperative. Effective
change is possible through concerted efforts of humanitarian leadership, multi-sectoral
actors, donors, and affected communities:

e While states hold the primary responsibility to protect children, it is also the responsibility of all
humanitarian actors to place protection at the centre of humanitarian action as enshrined in the Inter-
Agency Standing Committee (IASC)’s 2016 Policy on Protection in Humanitarian Action.!” If we want

children to survive the horrors of conflict and crises, we must prioritise essential protection efforts across
all contexts and interventions, ensuring the entire humanitarian system is actively engaged in realising
broader child rights, including their right to protection.'®

e Humanitarian leadership can play a critical role in prioritising child protection by integrating it into
strategic objectives, advocacy, and resource mobilisation efforts. This is essential to achieving broader
protection outcomes.

e All humanitarian workers across all sectors play a role in placing children’s rights and children’s protection
from abuse, exploitation, neglect, and violence at the center of the humanitarian programme cycle. This
includes advocating with stakeholders—in their spheres of influence, for example managers and
organisational leadership, partners, and donors—to prioritise and resource specific actions to centre
children and their protection in humanitarian action.
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e Donors play a critical role in facilitating flexible, multi-sectoral and long-term funding for child protection
outcomes. They should ensure that all new humanitarian proposals integrate child protection and support
adherence to Minimum Standards for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action.

® Accountability to children across the humanitarian programme cycle is everyone’s responsibility. Engaging
with children and integrating their ideas, views and experiences through stages of the humanitarian
response, leads to more effective and relevant decisions on programmes and policies that will impact
their lives, wellbeing, dignity, and protection.

Critical approaches to protecting children in humanitarian action

These critical approaches are intended as a non-exhaustive list but seek to outline five core actions to coalesce
child protection advocacy across the sector which, if taken by key stakeholders across and beyond the
humanitarian system, will be central to strengthening the protection of children during humanitarian crises.

1. Prioritise children and their protection in all humanitarian action.

2. Increase consistent, predictable, multi-sectoral, and multi-year funding for child protection.
3. Shift power and resources to communities and local and national actors.

4. Promote children’s safety and prevent harm through holistic approaches.

5. Strengthen children’s role as active participants and full rights holders.
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ANNEX 1: Key statistics on the impact of crises and conflict on children and their
protection

Millions of children in humanitarian settings are experiencing unprecedented levels of abuse,
neglect, exploitation and violence:

e Children are disproportionately affected by the consequences of armed conflict and violence, climate-
related disasters, and other humanitarian crises.

e More than one in six children globally live in conflict zones—nearly double the proportion in 1990.%°

e Children constitute 40% of all forcibly displaced people despite being only 30% of the world's population
and due to the protracted nature of conflict, the majority of these children will spend their entire
childhoods in displacement.?®

Widespread disregard for International Humanitarian Law (IHL) and International Human Rights Law
in armed conflicts has led to an alarming rise in grave violations against children, having devastating
consequences for their protection?!:

e There was a 21% increase in grave violations regarding violence against children in armed conflict in 2023.
This number represents only the tip of the iceberg, and the real figures are likely even higher.??

e Children are being killed, maimed, recruited and used by armed forces and groups, abducted, subjected
to sexual violence and denied humanitarian aid. Critical infrastructure, such as hospitals and schools, is
under attack or used for military purposes, while life-saving humanitarian aid is deliberately blocked,
further endangering children’s lives and rights. In addition, children are detained solely on the basis of
their actual or alleged association with armed groups.?

The climate crisis is one of the defining child rights crises of our time. The costs and consequences of
our collective action or inaction will be felt most deeply by children - impacting their rights,
protection, and well-being?*:

e The climate crisis deeply impacts children’s rights, as they are more vulnerable to its environmental
consequences. About one-third of children globally face four or more compounded climate stresses,
which greatly impacts their environmental safety.®

® Over one third of children are highly exposed to heatwaves and nearly one in seven children are highly
exposed to riverine flooding worldwide.?®

e Extreme weather events and global climate change act as “threat multipliers” for violence against
children, making difficult situations (such as poverty, displacement, and loss of education) far worse and
allowing violent acts to persist.?” Addressing the climate crisis will be the ultimate test of accountability
to the world’s children.?®
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ANNEX 2: Key messages on the essential and life-saving nature of child protection in
humanitarian action

Key message 1: In crises, children suffer first and most from violence, with devastating consequences
for their immediate safety and long-term wellbeing.

e Humanitarian crises weaken and overwhelm children’s protective environments, severely hampering the
ability of families, communities and child protection systems to ensure children’s safety.

e Conflict, forced displacement, and disasters expose children to harms such as exploitation, child marriage,
and worst forms of child labour including trafficking, and recruitment and use into armed forces or armed
groups.

e Violence can be fatal or cause life-altering consequences. For example, children may be killed or maimed
from explosive remnants of war, or face life-threatening mental health conditions following sexual
violence.

® Protecting children from physical, sexual and emotional harm and exploitation is crucial to save lives now,
and to break the cycle of violence for a peaceful future.

Key message 2: Child protection prevention and response interventions in humanitarian settings
save lives and prevent long-term irreversible harm.

e The risks children face in crises are both predictable and preventable. Timely child protection
interventions are essential to save their lives and prevent long term harm by reducing risks and
strengthening protective factors.

e Forexample, actions to prevent family separation stabilises a child's environment and protects them from
harm. If separation does occur, family tracing and reunification is critical to prevent further harm, such as
trafficking and recruitment into armed groups.

e A well-funded and capacitated child protection workforce is crucial as the first line of response in
addressing essential and life-saving protection needs.

® Recognising child protection as life-saving, the UN’s Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF) prioritises
it alongside food, water, and medical care.?

Key message 3: Addressing harm to children requires a coordinated, cross-sector approach that puts
protection at the heart of humanitarian response.

e Children’s risks are intrinsically connected to challenges across health, education, nutrition, and other
sectoral areas of intervention.

e For example, food insecurity can increase household stress, heightening risks of neglect, domestic
violence, child labour, and exploitation. As such, integrating child protection and food assistance
interventions reduces the risk of harm to children while ensuring at-risk children receive urgent protection
services, such as case management, alternative care, or psychosocial support.

e The Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) mandates protection central to humanitarian action—
ensuring all sectors and actors are actively engaged in protecting children.3°
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