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1. Context and scope  

The cross-sectoral strategy “Human Rights in 

 German Development Policy” (2011 Human Rights 

Strategy) of the Federal Ministry for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (BMZ) constitutes 

a binding basis for the human rights-based 

 approach in German development policy. It makes 

human rights standards and principles a require-

ment for all development policy projects and a 

basis for all discussions pertaining to cooperation 

with national and international partners. The 

 human rights-based approach explicitly in-

cludes the rights of young people too, in other 

words, the rights of children and of youth up to the 

age of 24.  

The present paper sets out the position of German 

development policy with regard to the rights of 

young people. It illustrates how the BMZ Human 

Rights Strategy applies to young people, and both 

are binding for German development cooperation. 

The position paper is meant to be used to help 

identify, appraise, plan, implement and evalu-

ate development projects that are of relevance for 

young people. In addition to that, it is intended 

to serve as an orientation aid for the (further) 

 development of approaches to promote the rights 

of children and youth through German develop-

ment cooperation. The position paper includes the 

relevant BMZ sector strategies (see Annex). 
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2. The rights of young people and their 
significance for development 

Young people make up half the world’s population 

– that is especially true in developing countries. In 

such countries, between 50 and 70 per cent of the 

entire population consists of children and youth, 

that is, people who are younger than 24 years of 

age. A large proportion of young people in the 

population can furnish a positive demographic 

dividend if their potential is fostered through good 

governance and a development orientation in 

government policy. If, on the other hand, youth – 

especially young men – lack prospects, frustration 

ensues; emigration, violence or radicalisation are 

possible consequences.

Young people are a mixed group – this age 

group includes newborns and toddlers, school-age 

children, adolescents on the verge of adulthood 

and young adults. Young people may experience 

additional discrimination because of their gender,  

religion or origin, or for other reasons such as 

 disabilities. Despite this diversity, it makes sense in 

development policy to differentiate between chil-

dren and youth, yet still consider them as a group. 

For one thing, children and youth are united by 

their importance and their potential for the 

 development of their societies; and for another, 

in developing countries the social divisions 

 between the individual age groups are flexible. 

the	legislative	framework

The 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(hereafter referred to as the CRC) is the founda-

tion under international law for the rights of 

children and youth up to the age of 18, the other 

international human rights conventions apply for 

young people over the age of 18. Given the lack of 

clear human rights rules and designations for the 

age group that sociologists describe as youth, this 

position paper will follow the usage of the statis-

tics division of the United Nations (UN). There-

fore, those up to 14 years of age will be termed 

children and those aged between 14 and 24 years 

will be  described as youth. The umbrella term for 

the whole age group up to 24 years of age will be 

“young people”. 

Germany and all the partner countries of German 

development cooperation have ratified the CRC 

and thus made a commitment in principle to 

 implement it, even if some states have expressed 

reservations regarding individual stipulations in 

the CRC. The implementation of the CRC is moni-

tored by the UN Committee on the Rights of the 

Child. The CRC and the “General Comments”, 

which are an interpretation of the content of 

 human rights provisions by the Committee, offer 

many different openings for realising the rights of 

children and youth up to 18 years of age in various 

sectors. In the CRC and the other human rights 

conventions, the development opportunities and 

protection that young people can claim as their 

right are laid down as binding requirements. The 

CRC also lays down that people under 18 years of 

age must be included in development processes in 

accordance with their skills and abilities; this corre-

lates to Article 25 of the International Covenant on 

Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), which lays down 

the right of all people to participate in shaping 

public affairs. 

Many states fail to meet their obligations in terms 

of human and children’s rights. They do not do 

enough to address extreme poverty and its con-

sequences, such as malnutrition and disease, 

educational poverty and exploitative child labour. 

 Misguided economic and social policies in many 

countries, and deficits in terms of the rule of law 

and democracy likewise impact negatively on the 

rights of young people and prevent them from  

participating in politics and political life. In many 

places bad governance also fosters violence, 

whether  in the shape of armed conflicts or rising 
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criminality or the breakdown of society. Thus mil-

lions of young people have no chance of exercising 

their rights. 

the	problem	areas

Child	mortality: According to UNICEF, the United 

Nations Children’s Fund, one in eight children 

under five dies in sub-Saharan Africa as a result of 

diseases that are for the most part easily avoidable 

and treatable. The child mortality rate is not just 

an important indicator in the health sector and for 

the right to life (Art. 6 CRC and ICCPR), but also for 

development in every sense and for the priori-

ties set by society. Child mortality depends on a 

number of factors, including the degree of gender 

equality and corruption-free access to age-appro-

priate basic services. These factors include access 

for mothers and children to health care, educa-

tion, safe drinking water and sanitation, and also 

 adequate food.

maternal	and	child	health: Poverty is often 

passed on from one generation to the next, a 

path that is basically determined during child-

hood. When mothers experience malnutrition 

during pregnancy and when nursing, that has a 

direct impact on the child’s development and there 

is little that can be done to remedy the situation. 

Mental and physical disabilities can result from 

malnutrition and food shortages in childhood; for 

example, about 1.5 million children are blind but 

70 per cent of the cases of blindness in children 

could be avoided. 

education: Worldwide, there are more than 67 mil-

lion boys and girls who do not attend school. 

Children with disabilities are at a particular disad-

vantage when it comes to education, about 90 per 

cent of them have no access to education. Almost 

half of all the children in the world who do not go 

to school live in sub-Saharan Africa. In developing 

countries only about one quarter of the population 

has mastered basic skills like reading and writ-

ing, even if they finished school. The quality of the 

teaching is poor in many countries and education 

budgets are seriously underfinanced. Without edu-

cation – whether formal or non-formal – children 

are unable to develop to their full potential. With-

out educated young people there can be neither 

sustainable growth nor social development.

Child	labour: Poverty is also the reason why more 

than 215 million children between the ages of 

5 and 17 are obliged to work, with almost half of 

them labouring under dangerous conditions that 

are banned under international law. Child labour 

takes many forms and is found in many different 

sectors of the economy; it can be forced labour or 

debt bondage, working in private households or 

in the industrial sector; however, the biggest share 

(about 60 per cent) of child labourers can be found 

in the agricultural sector. Only about one fifth of 

working children receive payment; the overwhelm-

ing majority of child labour takes place in family-

run businesses. Although we are seeing a global 

decline in child labour, in sub-Saharan Africa the 

number of working children is on the increase. 

This is caused in part by the high mortality rates in 

Africa due to HIV and AIDS. Child labour is often 

linked to child trafficking, also for the purpose of 

commercial sexual exploitation.

employment: Unemployment rates are several 

times higher for people between 18 and 24 years 

of age – both those with and those without formal 

 education – than for adults. This is true in many 

countries, even for young university graduates. 

Many of them work in the informal sector under 

precarious conditions for low wages and without 

any kind of social security. If these young people do 

not receive any careers help or advice – for exam-

ple, through trained youth social workers, tailor-
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made training courses, micro-finance and targeted 

labour market reforms – then they have no chance 

of making use of their individual skills and becom-

ing fully-fledged members of society. 

violence: Many developing countries are char-

acterised by relatively rigid, patriarchal systems; 

youth are way down towards the bottom of these 

socio-political hierarchies. That is also one of the 

reasons why youth are easily mobilised: in some 

countries they are the leaders of movements for 

more human rights and democracy, or they are 

 active in lobbying for the conservation of the 

natural environment. The relative openness of the 

youth to new ideas can, however, also be used by 

violently inclined, criminal groups. They exploit 

young people with no prospects, especially young 

men, for their own purposes. In addition, children 

and youth are often the victims of violence. They 

can experience violence from a range of public 

and private sources: they may be recruited as sol-

diers or used as civilian shields, they are mistreated 

in prisons and orphanages, or they may be sold into 

prostitution, the pornography industry or other 

forms of modern slavery. In many societies, daily 

violence against children ranging from violent 

chastisement in the family home and in school to 

female genital mutilation and other harmful prac-

tices is tolerated. 

the	Causes

The reasons why governments are less diligent 

about observing their human rights obligations 

towards children and youth compared to their 

 obligations towards adults are, in particular, 

as follows: 

>	 Because of their age, their physical and mental 

development and their dependence on family  

or other communities, boys and girls are 

particularly vulnerable to having their rights 

abused.

>	 Because of rigid hierarchies between the sexes 

and between generations, youth mostly exist 

on the fringes of society. Even when children 

and youth are already carrying out adult tasks, 

the seniority principle means that they are 

expected to submit to the authority of their 

elders. As a result, they are often unable to 

 organise themselves effectively and participate 

in activities in their own right.

>	 Children and youth do not have enough of 

a lobby. Their interests, their wellbeing and 

their rights are often not taken into account 

in politics and in the doings of administrative 

authorities.

the	approaChes	to	implementation		

In recognition of Germany’s human rights obli-

gations, German development policy is directed 

towards supporting Germany’s partner coun-

tries in implementing the international hu-

man rights agreements, including the CRC 

and its optional protocols. Measures under 

 bilateral  cooperation take into account within the 

framework of the respective cultural and regional 

context the needs of the various age groups and 

their respective social situation. They support the 

development and strengthening of government 

and non-governmental structures for the pro-

tection, participation, development and promo-

tion of young people. Human rights education 

measures are meant to empower children, youth 

and their representatives to exercise their rights 

and protect them from violation of their rights. 

 Involving youth in development cooperation 

projects and in the community life of the societies 

in which they live is a good way to enhance their 
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organisational and participatory skills. Reform-

ing national legislation and building structures 

and capacities in politics and administration 

serves to strengthen the institutions concerned 

for the task of enforcing the rights of children and 

youth through concrete measures. Furthermore, 

networks and organised cooperation amongst 

the relevant actors serve to improve the living con-

ditions of young people and to give policy  directed 

at young people the necessary weight in the 

 institutional setting of the partner countries. This 

 “capacity development” at the national, regional 

and local levels (multi-level approach) and also 

sector-based and cross-sectoral activities are par-

ticularly effective. The need to complement the 

work of non-governmental organisations, which 

often focus on a particular region and/or topic and 

on younger children, is thus met. All in all, Ger-

man development policy contributes to improving 

the general climate for the realisation of young 

 people’s rights and to mainstreaming this task in 

government action. 

2.1	 Children’s	rights	are	human	
rights

Children’s rights are an integral component of the 

international protection of human rights and are 

summarised prominently in the CRC. The Conven-

tion is supplemented by two optional protocols 

covering agreements on measures for prohibiting 

the involvement of children in armed conflict and 

for banning the sale of children, child prostitu-

tion and child pornography. In June 2011, the UN 

 Human Rights Council adopted a draft third op-

tional protocol with a complaints procedure for 

cases  involving the abuse of children’s rights, in-

cluding the possibility to lodge an individual com-

plaint (see Annex). 

The majority of the rights contained in the CRC 

and its optional protocols correspond to the guar-

antees provided by other international  human 

rights agreements or follow them closely. Chil-

dren’s rights are thus special rights but are 

not separate rights: they are civil, political, eco-

nomic, social and cultural human rights for the 

under-18 age group. Germany and all its partner 

countries have ratified the CRC and thus made a 

fundamental commitment to respect, protect and 

fulfil children’s rights within their territory (see 

Overview 1). The CRC envisages that all states shall 

take appropriate measures to realise economic, 

social and cultural children’s rights. To do this, they 

must exhaust all the possibilities available to them; 

international cooperation should support these 

 efforts (CRC Art. 4). Art. 32 of the UN Convention 

on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities emphati-

cally reaffirms this orientation within development 

cooperation. 
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Overview 1: Respect for, protection and fulfilment of children’s rights  

obligation	to description	 examples	of	non-fulfilment	

respect the state and its institutions 

must not violate children’s 

rights. 

exclusion of pregnant girls, street 

kids or children with disabilities 

from educational establishments. 

protect	 the state should take action 

to prevent third parties (e.g. 

businesses) from curtailing 

children’s rights directly or 

indirectly. 

Lack of oversight of companies 

that engage in prohibited forms of 

child labour; failure to enforce the 

ban on child marriage. 

fulfil the state should adopt 

appropriate and targeted 

measures aimed at the full 

 realisation of children’s 

rights.

access to education only in urban 

areas or only for children from 

high-income families. 

The CRC defines children as legal subjects in their 

own right. It reaffirms the responsibility of family 

members, who should be supported by the state  

as they seek to carry out their role. The understand-

ing of holders of rights and duty-bearers under 

child law is the basis for concrete rights and 

obligations. Children have their own rights that 

they can claim from those responsible for caring 

for them and from the state, and the state has a 

binding  obligation towards children and towards 

their  carers. Additionally, the “best interest of the 

child” is the binding yardstick for policy and for 

 administrative action where people under the 

age of 18 are concerned. 

The CRC applies to all people until they have 

completed their 18th year of life, regardless of 

their social, geographical, religious or ethnic back-

ground or other factors. It puts a special focus on 

protecting and supporting children in vulnerable 

situations, e.g. orphans or children with disabilities 

(principle of non-discrimination). The key contents 

and illustrative measures for implementing the 

CRC are:
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Overview 2: Categories of children’s rights and illustrative measures for their implementation

rights	category illustrative	measures	for	implementation	

right	to	protection: protection from any form of 

physical or mental violence and from exploitation. 

Ban on and measures to combat exploitative child 

labour and physical punishment in schools and 

in the family; effective measures to combat child 

marriage; judiciary and penal practice aligned 

with the needs and rights of children and youth of 

both sexes.

right	to	participation:  the right to be heard and 

taken seriously as an independent legal person; the 

right to participate in all measures that concern 

 children; the right to social and political participation 

and to have a say in matters that affect them.

age-appropriate presentation of relevant in-

formation; active participation of children and 

youth in measures that affect them; participation 

and representation in schools; establishment 

of  bodies and other entities for joint decision- 

making, and political participation for children 

and youth at local government level.

right	to	development	and	promotion: the right 

to acquire skills and knowledge that are necessary  

for development and independence.  

establishment of an accessible system for 

 registering births; effectively combating infant 

and child mortality; accessibility of free, inclusive 

primary education for all; relevant forms of edu-

cation and careers advice, e.g. through trained 

social workers.

In addition to the CRC and its optional protocols, 

there are other relevant human rights instruments 

for this age group. These include the African Char-

ter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, which 

was inspired by the CRC, and the African Youth 

Charter – with youth being defined as every person 

between the ages of 15 and 35 years. The Interna-

tional Labour Organization has adopted a number 

of important agreements on abolishing and 

regulating child labour. They include Conven-

tion 138 concerning the Minimum Age for Admis-

sion to Employment (1973) and Convention 182 con-

cerning the Prohibition and Immediate Action for 

the Elimination of the Worst Forms of Child Labour 

(1999). The first of these commits signatories to 

introduce a legal minimum age at which children 

can be employed; the second prohibits above all 

exploitative forms of child labour such as slavery, 

debt bondage and forced labour. It also envisages 

the adoption of national action plans to combat 

child labour (see Annex). 
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2.2	 Children	and	youth	on	the	
international	development	
poliCy	agenda	

Children and youth are of key importance for 

 development success and are therefore increas-

ingly being taken into account in international 

development policy. The realisation of children’s 

rights is thus linked to a number of the Millen-

nium  Development Goals (MDGs), even though 

children’s rights are not explicitly mentioned 

therein. MDG 2 focuses on the realisation of the 

right to universal primary education. It is closely 

linked to the right to education (CRC Art. 28, 29; 

ICESCR Art. 13, 14). This right forms the basis for 

the call for access to free primary education for 

all, for a  reduction in school drop-out rates, for 

appropriate vocational training and for improve-

ments in educational quality and content. MDG 4 

focuses on reducing child and infant mortal-

ity, a binding commitment for the states parties 

of the CRC (Art. 24). Improving maternal health 

(MDG 5) is one of the keys to reducing child mor-

tality and a  human rights obligation on all states 

(CRC Art. 24 d; CEDAW Art. 12). Progress on this 

MDG can only be achieved if discrimination 

against girls and women is ended (as envis-

aged, inter alia, in MDG 3). Such discrimination is 

a crucial factor in the sluggish progress that has 

been made on improving maternal health and is 

thus one of the causes for the still very high rates 

of child mortality in many regions. MDG 7 focuses 

on improved access to safe drinking water and 

sanitation, without which the health-related MDGs 

cannot be achieved – children in particular are 

especially likely to be affected by water-borne dis-

eases; therefore Article 24 (2) c of the CRC commits 

the states parties to implement pertinent measures. 

A children’s and human rights-based approach to 

poverty reduction in general and to the implemen-

tation of the MDGs in particular can ensure that 

young people, especially those in vulnerable situa-

tions, are better reached by and included in these 

efforts. 

Within the framework of the United Nations Agen-

da 21 the importance of young people for sustain-

able development was recognised in Rio in 1992. 

The Rio Declaration on Environment and Develop-

ment makes explicit reference to the creativity, 

ideals and courage of the world’s youth. Since then, 

youth have been accorded the right to participate 

in and be involved in shaping international nego-

tiations. For the Rio+20 Conference (in 2012), youth 

representatives have already formulated their 

 demands for sustainable development and inter-

generational equity. 
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3. Contribution by development policy to 
promoting the rights of young people  

3.1	 orientation	of	german	
development	poliCy

Since the end of the 1990s, there have been major 

successes within German development coopera-

tion with regard to promoting youth. Regional 

priorities here have been Africa, Latin America 

and South-East Europe. Effective approaches have 

been support for the formulation of legislation in 

line with international human rights agreements, 

strengthening state partners with fixed responsi-

bilities for youth, training “multipliers” in youth 

 social work, cooperation with civil society, and 

youth participation, for example, in the elaboration 

and implementation of municipal action plans. 

German development policy takes a dual approach 

to the continuing challenges with a view to achie-

ving more systematic realisation of the rights of 

young people: As part of mainstreaming the human 

rights-based approach in German development 

cooperation, more attention is being paid to the 

rights of young people to protection, participa-

tion, development and promotion. They are also 

being integrated into general and sector-based 

procedures and decision-making processes in 

development cooperation. At the same time, 

German  development policy is providing support 

for specific projects to protect and promote young 

people and their rights, and this is being done as far 

as possible in cooperation with civil society players. 

3.2	 priority	areas	for	development	
Cooperation

Derived from the problem areas that have been 

identified, the following policy fields form the focus 

of German development policy measures: 

In the health sector, promoting maternal and child 

health plays a key role in both bilateral and multi-

lateral projects. Most recently, the Muskoka Initi-

ative on Maternal, Newborn and Child Health 

was adopted at the G8 summit in 2010. Germany’s 

involvement in this Initiative takes the form of an 

additional contribution of 400 million euros over a 

period of five years. 

There are 1.3 billion people in developing countries 

aged between 12 and 24 years; this age group there-

fore plays a key role in programmes to promote 

sexual and reproductive health. Health program-

mes that are tailored to and accessible for each age 

group are important, in particular for the preventi-

on of sexually transmitted diseases – including HIV –   

 and unwanted pregnancies. 

>	 Germany is involved in multilateral initiatives 

to improve maternal and child health. In bila-

teral projects support is provided for measures 

specifically targeting children and youth. 

These measures are based on a human rights 

concept and therefore include age-appropri-

ate improvements in access to information, 

health services and contraceptives, especially 

 condoms. Peer-to-peer approaches, social dia-

logue processes, and social and youth work are 

used to help fight female genital mutilation; 

the targeted inclusion of boys and young men 

in these activities supports efforts to promote 

gender equality and non-violence. German 

development cooperation in the health sector 

will continue to be based on furthering hu-



BMZ position paper 12/ 2011e12

man rights. Increased support will be directed 

 towards integrating health-related measures 

for children and youth with structure-building 

activities in other sectors, for example, social 

protection and education. 

Education is a cross-cutting issue in German deve-

lopment cooperation. The effective implementation 

of the right to education involves access to high-

quality education for girls and boys regardless of 

their origins or socio-economic status. This calls for 

inclusive education systems that are just as much 

tailored to the needs of children and youth with 

disabilities as they are to the needs of girls and boys 

living in poverty, in conflict areas, in rural regions 

or in multilingual societies. In order to facilitate 

quality education for all, there must be an inclusive 

school infrastructure (e.g. accessibility and school 

buildings in rural areas), flexible curricula, adequa-

te numbers of teachers, good teacher training and 

support for informal education options. Inclusive 

education systems impact on efforts to combat child 

labour, improve nutrition and child health, and 

realise children’s participation rights. 

>	 The new BMZ Education Strategy envisages, 

inter alia, the expansion of Germany’s involve-

ment in the education sector and the coordi-

nated linking of all support measures with a 

view to making education more holistic and 

inclusive. The aim is to also reach the 67 milli-

on children of primary school age who are not 

going to school right now for reasons of poverty 

or marginalisation, or because they live in fra-

gile states. Important priority areas of German 

development cooperation in this regard are 

advising education ministries on the planning 

of national education systems, supporting the 

implementation of relevant steps and pro-

viding special assistance for disadvantaged 

groups. Initial experience with non-formal 

education programmes has been positive and 

these efforts will need to be expanded due to 

the high demand for them in partner coun-

tries. In order to be able to offer youth a long-

term perspective, more support is to be direc-

ted towards education programmes providing 

practical life skills, secondary education and 

pre-vocational training. Young people’s parti-

cipation, human rights education, and demo-

cracy and peace education are to be integrated 

into the development of innovative curricula 

and the training of teaching staff. At the same 

time, special attention will be paid to making 

education more and more accessible and thus 

available to all. 

>	 Basic and further training is an increasingly 

important aspect of media development. 

 Those working in the media are offered advice 

and training through the Deutsche Welle 

Academy so that they can produce radio and 

 television programmes for young target 

groups. Local vocational training institutions 

receive support for the development of media-

related training courses; and measures in the 

field of information and communications tech-

nology help young people to use new media in 

ways that are relevant for work. 

Promoting employment as part of social, 

 economic and education policy is a key part of 

job training for the large and still growing number 

of young people in our partner countries and of 

helping them to find employment. Being able to 

earn a living is also a prerequisite for a decent life 

and for realising one’s human rights. Many children 

and youth in developing countries do not have the 

possibility to pursue the path of formal education or 

they quit education early, sometimes because of the 

low quality or the overpriced cost of the education 

on offer. Although others may finish primary and 

secondary school, their education is not tailored to 

the requirements of the labour market. As a result, 
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young people frequently fail to find work in the for-

mal sector although they may have graduated from 

school or university, and businesses cannot find 

adequately trained workers. With qualifications 

that are not what the labour markets want or need, 

these young people are stranded in the informal 

sector where conditions are precarious and their 

future prospects are limited.  

>	 Support is provided through German 

 development cooperation for job creation 

approaches that take human rights at work 

into account – in other words decent working 

conditions, a ban on child labour and social  

protection (ICESCR Art. 7; International Labour 

Organization’s Decent Work Concept). The 

internationally guaranteed right to work 

(ICESCR Art. 6) is also increasingly being 

integrated into these activities, in order to 

help overcome gender-based discrimination 

and help support particularly disadvantaged 

groups such as people with disabilities or mem-

bers of ethnic minorities. Since large numbers 

of young people in developing countries are 

not engaged in the formal sector, the neces-

sary strategies also involve reaching them in 

the informal sector and getting sustainable 

support for education and employment more 

effectively established there. In addition to the 

provision of training and counselling for the 

informal sector, employment promotion acti-

vities are increasingly being linked to general 

social policy efforts.   

>	 German development cooperation efforts in 

connection with social policy and social pro-

tection will be directed towards the following 

goals among others: improving the informati-

on basis for social policy, strengthening social 

adjustment procedures, peaceful resolution of 

social conflict and making training courses for 

(youth) social work more professional. Other 

instruments are microcredit and microinsu-

rance for young people in the informal sector, 

along with basic protection models specially 

for children and youth. A consistent gover-

nance orientation is of key importance in order 

to establish these instruments effectively and 

sustainably in the socio-political structures of 

the partner country.

>	 High rates of youth unemployment often 

correlate to high rates of child labour – hence 

support for effective efforts to promote youth 

 employment creates alternatives to child 

labour. German development cooperation 

is a significant factor in the fight against 

 exploitative and dangerous forms of child 

labour. The German government contributes 

an average of about one million euros a year 

to support the International Programme 

on the Elimination of Child Labour, which 

the International Labour Organization has 

been running since 1992. Through joint efforts 

by private sector companies and German 

development cooperation, support is being 

given for the elaboration of voluntary codes 

of conduct in the coffee, cocoa and other 

sectors. Such codes also include a ban on all 

forms of exploitative child labour. In all pro-

jects and programmes, even greater attention 

will be given in future to ensuring that both 

the  private sector and state duty-bearers 

and other actors are included and alternatives 

to child labour are developed for children and 

their families.

The governance of a country is crucial for the 

realisation of the rights of young people. It is what 

 determines how power is exercised and political  

decisions are implemented. These questions regar-

ding the legitimacy and performance of the state 

need to be considered through the lens of h uman 

and children’s rights, with a view to creating 
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 effective structures and capacities in the gover-

nance sector for the realisation of those rights. A 

special focus of German development cooperation 

is legal certainty and access to the law, especially for 

disadvantaged segments of the population. These 

generally include children and youth, especially 

those living in poverty. If a state guarantees the 

basic principles of the rule of law and legal certain-

ty, then it puts in place a framework for regulated 

but still free interaction between all members of 

society. The aim in promoting the rule of law is to 

strengthen the role of the law as a guiding force in 

society and as an instrument of protection for the 

individual.

>	 In strategic fields of action in the governance 

sector, German development cooperation 

actively supports the rights of young people, 

increasingly making use of the implementa-

tion guidelines from General Comment No. 5 

(2003) of the UN Committee on the Rights of 

the Child. 

—  In the field of action Constitutional and 

Legislative Reforms, partner countries 

are helped by means of policy advice to 

bring their legislation and administrative 

procedures into line with the stipulations 

of the CRC and its optional protocols. This is 

done by raising awareness within the legal 

system as a whole regarding what these 

rights entail, thereby making it possible for 

the Convention to be implemented;  where 

appropriate, relevant amendments are 

supported (e.g. specialised courts, reforms 

to the (youth) criminal penal system).

— In the field of action Media, the support for 

young people provided via German deve-

lopment cooperation is channelled above 

all via the political foundations, which focus 

on young people working in the media, 

supporting and networking them, also with 

a view to promoting forms of expression 

specifically directed towards the youth. 

Expanding access to information and com-

munications technology is a contribution 

to improving the political involvement of 

young people and to more transparency. 

— At the local government level, the mar-

ginalisation of young people can be coun-

tered effectively. Dialogues between state 

duty-bearers, parents/guardians, and young 

people and the bodies representing them 

are easy to initiate at this level and positive 

outcomes are tangibly evident in the day-

to-day lives of all stakeholders. One focus of 

German development cooperation activities 

in the fields of decentralisation, municipal 

development and urban planning and 

development is therefore on young people. 

The emphasis here is on the accessibility 

of social services tailored to children and 

youth and on the effective involvement of 

young people in plans for development in 

the public sphere. In addition, gender and 

intergenerational dialogues spark reflec-

tion within society on the role of young men 

and women, and on their relationship to the 

older generation and towards one ano-

ther. Using a community-based approach, 

processes to overcome rigid hierarchies and 

achieve stronger social cohesion can thus be 

initiated. 

— Public administration and finances: 

Transparent, fair and functioning public 

finance systems are an important basic 

requirement for taking the needs of child-

ren and youth into special account. They not 

only mobilise the necessary funding but also 

foster a good relationship between citizens 

and their governments. Officials working in 
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relevant ministries and local authorities are 

enabled to create the legal, administrative 

and budgetary framework for effectively 

realising young people’s rights to protec-

tion, promotion and participation. German 

development cooperation will in future 

place greater emphasis on supporting non-

governmental initiatives seeking to estab-

lish child-friendly budget planning, and on 

promoting the development of pertinent 

instruments and supporting lobby work.  

— In order to improve access to state services, 

German development cooperation sup-

ports corruption prevention efforts in the 

fields of health and education too. This is 

 especially beneficial to mothers and children. 

For millions of children and youth, a life in peace 

and security is a distant vision: various forms 

of  criminal violence now cause more deaths than 

armed conflicts that are primarily politically 

motivated. In metropolitan areas in particular, the 

main perpetrators and victims are often younger 

than 30. In addition, it is estimated that, worldwide, 

about one billion children and youth are affected by 

armed conflicts: as refugees, internally displaced 

persons and asylum seekers, but also as combatants 

or auxiliary personnel in armed units. Child  soldiers 

are often forcibly recruited, or they may join the 

troops because of poverty and a lack of opportu-

nities, or because they hope for protection and a 

better chance of survival for themselves and their 

families. Girls and young women in particular often 

experience sexual violence in these circumstances. 

Trauma, the breakdown of family and social struc-

tures, and the destruction of health and education 

systems can cause whole generations to suffer 

 extreme disadvantages.

>	  In international institutions and program-

mes, the German government is a strong 

advocate for protecting children and youth 

from violence, and works closely with the 

UN Special Representative for Children and 

Armed Conflict. In addition, there are projects 

under technical and financial cooperation 

and also Civil Peace Service activities that are 

concerned with the rehabilitation of civili-

ans in crisis areas and post-conflict situations. 

Apart from offering support for coping with 

trauma, these projects focus in particular on 

(peace) education, employment, health and 

political participation, and also on contribu-

ting to the restoration of elementary infra-

structure and basic social services. In order 

to avoid stigmatisation, the projects target 

both ex-combatants and other children and 

youth who have been affected by war. Similar 

approaches, as well as the social inclusion of 

children and youth, are also implemented as 

part of development-oriented emergency 

and transitional aid. 

>	 Effective protection against violence always 

requires that the causes and the symptoms are 

addressed. Exemplary activities under Ger-

man development cooperation can be found 

in both sector-based measures and within 

projects for preventing youth violence in 

urban areas in particular. The main focus 

is on the positive potential of youth, who 

can overcome cultures and economies of 

violence or prevent them from arising. Those 

who are able to have an influence on the lives 

and behaviour of young people, for examp-

le, parents, teaching staff, social workers 

and also the police, are therefore part of the 

prevention  efforts. Project approaches under 

financial and technical cooperation are built 

upon three pillars: investment in urban deve-

lopment with a view to preventing violence, 

actively involving young people through 

support for participatory decision-making 
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processes, and cross-sectoral measures to 

promote social cohesion. The projects for the 

prevention of and protection against violence 

will increasingly be aligned with General 

Comment No. 13 (2011) of the UN Committee 

on the Rights of the Child on children’s rights 

to freedom from all forms of violence.  

Children are particularly affected by the 

 destruction of the vital natural environment; 

the impacts of climate change, dwindling natural 

resources and decreasing eco-system services also 

raise the risk of social conflicts, armed combat and 

massive population movements. Worldwide, at 

least three million under-fives die each year as a 

result of environmentally related diseases, and one 

third of all diseases that frequently lead to disa-

bilities are caused by environmental risk factors. 

Younger children especially are adversely affected, 

for example, by the lack of access to safe drinking 

water and food, and to firewood and medicinal 

plants. The loss of biodiversity also results in a loss 

of development options and of potential for growth 

and employment. Other consequences of climate 

change, such as rising sea levels affecting coastal 

regions and island states, have an especially strong 

impact on the plans young people in particular may 

make for their future lives. 

The destruction of the vital natural environment is 

shifting the balance of intergenerational equity, to 

the disadvantage of young and future generations. 

All environmental risks have direct and indirect 

impacts on the rights of children and youth: “The 

right of everyone to the enjoyment of the highest 

attainable standard of physical and mental health” 

(ICESCR Art. 12; CRC Art. 24) implies a healthy envi-

ronment and corresponding protection measures, 

likewise the right to life (CRC Art. 6). Non-govern-

mental organisations therefore use the term “ecolo-

gical children’s rights” for the rights of children and 

subsequent generations that are restricted or violat-

ed by environmental or climate change. The lack of 

access to natural resources and eco-system services 

also has a negative impact on other human rights, 

such as the right to education, when the distances 

that must be covered to get safe water or firewood 

keep getting longer and longer.

>	 Therefore, one objective of the German deve-

lopment cooperation contribution to efforts 

aimed at conserving biological diversity and 

eco-system services is to allow children and 

youth to have a fair share in the services that 

nature provides, to protect them from the 

dangers arising from the destruction of the 

environment, and to preserve the develop-

ment opportunities of future generations. In 

the fields of education and municipal develop-

ment, support is increasingly being provided 

for activities that build on the potential of 

young people to lobby for sustainable develop-

ment and for their rights in this regard. The 

human rights dimension of climate change 

and its impacts demands, however, that all 

players do even more in terms of research and 

education: in consultation with civil society, 

Germany identifies effective approaches so as 

to get young people more involved in disaster 

preparedness and post-disaster response. 

>	 Measures in the field of rural development –

which is the most important key to perma-

nently overcoming hunger – should also 

increasingly address the aspect of the rights 

and potential of young people. Whilst the aim 

of humanitarian emergency assistance in the 

case of food shortages is to provide children 

with food immediately, food security – which 

is an aspect of rural development efforts – is 

a more long-term matter and is essential for 

young children’s development in particular. 

Another aspect is recognising young people as 

small-scale producers and entrepreneurs and 

motivating and enabling the pertinent state 

bodies to support them. 
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3.3	 experienCes	and	approaChes	
at	the	bilateral,	european	and	
multilateral	levels

Sweden and Norway are bilateral donors deser-

ving particular mention. The Swedish International 

Development Cooperation Agency has had good 

successes with community-based approaches, 

for example, to regulate youth employment and 

reintegrate youthful first offenders. Measures were 

particularly sustainable when they were mirrored 

by improvements in legislation. Sweden and 

Norway have also been successful in using various 

mainstreaming instruments, for example, on-the-

ground training for duty- and rights-bearers 

together with embassy staff, establishing contact 

persons for children’s rights in embassies and 

at headquarters and, last but not least, check lists 

for programme design and assessing project 

 impacts on children. 

Within the framework of the European Union 

(EU), the Member States and the Commission have 

made a commitment to step up the coordination 

of measures to improve children’s rights, and to 

develop an integrated EU-wide strategy in pilot 

countries. One aspect here is that the Commission, 

together with the Member States, should urge part-

ner countries to take account of children’s rights 

throughout all poverty reduction strategies, and 

to adopt and implement national plans of action 

against child labour. In addition to mainstreaming 

children’s rights in all development cooperation 

programmes, the Commission also carries out 

specific projects on children’s rights, both within 

the framework of the thematic programme “Invest-

ments in People” and within the framework of the 

European Instrument for Democracy and Human 

Rights. Furthermore, at the European level there 

is also a series of guidelines on children’s rights, 

above all on protecting children from violence. 

These guidelines also shape EU development policy. 

The BMZ is pushing for the implementation of 

these children’s rights guidelines to be improved. 

That includes continuing and further developing 

specific EU cooperation on the basis of a report on 

the implementation of the measures in pilot coun-

tries, which is to be presented by the Commission. 

Furthermore, the BMZ will be keeping a close eye on 

the implementation of the EU Agenda on the Rights 

of the Child (2011) and on the piloting of the imple-

mentation of the EU Guidelines on Children and 

Armed Conflict.

Under the OECD-DAC, an informal network on 

Governance and Children’s Rights was set up in 

mid-2011. This network can help ensure that the 

rights of children gain political visibility within the 

OECD-DAC and that partner countries realise that 

the implementation of the CRC is a general matter 

of governance. The BMZ is supporting the forma-

tion of the informal network on Governance and 

Children’s Rights and the resulting policy develop-

ments. 

At the UN level, UNICEF is a vital player that is 

also supported by Germany. Although initially a 

children’s fund, since the end of the 1990s, UNICEF 

has increasingly aligned its approach to the CRC, 

making corresponding adjustments to its inter-

ventions and instruments. UNICEF activities in this 

regard include helping states parties with their 

reports on the implementation of the CRC. UNICEF 

is now focusing more on a holistic approach, aimed 

at systemically integrating the protection, parti-

cipation and promotion of children. Like UNICEF, 

the non-governmental organisations engaged 

in advocacy for children have increasingly aligned 

their efforts with the CRC in recent years or have 

adopted a children’s rights approach for the imple-

mentation of their work. That includes improving 

child protection in non-governmental development 

cooperation. The BMZ engages regularly in dia-

logue on the topic with the umbrella organisation 
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of German  development non-governmental organi-

sations. One focus of the work of many non-govern-

mental organisations is on help towards self-help, 

 especially for marginalised children, and on invol-

ving them in decision-making. This latter aspect 

remains a huge challenge in both non-governmen-

tal and official development cooperation. Targeted 

project  assistance through German development 

cooperation supports the work done by German 

children’s rights organisations. 
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4. Challenges and future outlook  

The importance of the rights of children and youth 

for development is widely acknowledged inter-

nationally. In order for these rights to be realised, 

they and the corresponding government obliga-

tions must be implemented more systematically. 

Up to now, efforts on behalf of young people have 

been fragmented; most interventions are limited 

to individual sectors or problems, and are often 

also restricted to a single level. Many measures are 

strongly characterised by an approach based on 

target groups and needs, without paying sufficient 

attention to the fact that young people have rights. 

As a result, the measures lack sustainability and 

have little structural impact.

The rights of children are a particular challenge 

for policy and practice. This is still true when orga-

nisations adopt a human rights-based approach – 

the human rights orientation in development policy 

makes it easier to take children’s rights into account 

but does not automatically ensure that this is done. 

At the level of political steering, the following con-

tributions are needed:

>	 The rights of children and youth must be taken 

into account in the implementation of the 

cross-sectoral strategy “Human Rights 

in German Development Policy” – this is 

particularly necessary when BMZ procedures, 

guidelines and handbooks are being drafted 

and reviewed.

>	 The demographic trends in the respective 

countries must be incorporated into political 

steering instruments such as policy dia-

logues, and country and sector strategies, and 

taken into account in the design of develop-

ment programmes. 

>	 Reference materials for children’s rights 

(Concluding Observations and General Com-

ments of the UN Committee on the Rights of 

the Child and of other UN committees, recom-

mendations from UN Special Rapporteurs etc.) 

need to be used more effectively for shaping 

human rights-based cooperation. Elements re-

lating to child welfare need to be emphasised. 

>	 Official and non-governmental agencies need 

to be commissioned with carrying out projects 

or project components that specifically pro-

mote the rights of children and youth, so as to 

support partner countries in realising their 

human rights obligations.

At the level of implementation, the following con-

tributions are needed: 

>	 Aspects relating to the rights of children and 

youth need to be added to existing standard 

instruments (e.g. for analysing actors, target 

groups and impacts) and tested in cooperation 

projects. 

>	 Indicators need to be added to measures for 

realising the rights of children and youth, 

and used to steer them. The indicators should 

be developed using a participatory approach 

where possible. Such indicators are above all 

relevant for development cooperation pro-

jects, but also for illustrating the realisation of 

children’s and human rights in partner coun-

tries. Sector-specific check lists can make 

formulating indicators easier. 

>	 An inclusive, child rights perspective must 

be incorporated into the tried and tested 

 methods of supporting and promoting child-

ren and youth – above all for youth participati-

on and for the prevention of youth violence –   

and must be implemented in cooperation 

projects.  
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>	 In cooperation with partner countries it 

is necessary to orient sectoral and cross- 

sectoral projects more systematically towards 

promoting the rights of children and youth, 

also taking into account suitable civil society 

approaches. 

>	 The publication of examples of successful 

practice to improve the general conditions 

for realising the rights of children and youth 

makes dissemination easier.

>	 Suitable training courses for national and 

international experts on integrating the rights 

of children and youth in planning and imple-

mentation are a prerequisite if these rights are 

to be mainstreamed in projects. 
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Annex

un	Convention	on	the	rights	of	the	Child	

(CrC)

The CRC came into force in 1990 and is legally 

binding for the 193 states currently party to it. The 

UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, set up in 

accordance with Article 43 of the Convention, moni-

tors its implementation. The rights guaranteed by 

the CRC include the following (extracts), amongst 

others:

Article 1: Every person under 18 years of age is 

regarded as a child unless national laws decree that 

adulthood begins earlier.

Article 2: All rights apply without exception for 

every child. 

Article 3:  In the case of political, legal and social 

decisions, the best interests of the child shall be a 

primary consideration.

Article 4: Governments shall undertake all approp-

riate measures for the implementation of the rights 

laid down in the Convention. 

Article 6: Every child has the inherent right to life. 

The state is explicitly obligated to ensure the survi-

val and development of the child.

Article  7: Every child has the right from birth to a 

name. Each child also has the right to a nationality. 

Article 12: Every child has the right to express their 

views freely. Each child has the right to be heard in 

all matters or proceedings that affect him or her.

Article 18: Both parents have the common respon-

sibilities for the upbringing and development of 

the child. The state makes a commitment to render 

appropriate assistance to the parents for the fulfil-

ment of this task.

Article 19: The state shall protect the child from all 

and every form of abuse by parents or guardians 

and shall set up suitable social programmes to pre-

vent abuse and help abused children.

Article 24: Every child has the right to the high-

est attainable standard of health care. The state’s 

most important tasks are therefore to provide 

basic health care, preventive medical care, health 

education through sex education and information 

campaigns, and to reduce infant mortality. Hence 

all states are called upon to promote and encoura-

ge development cooperation in order to enable all 

the children in the world to have access to health 

services.

Article 26: Every child has the right to benefit from 

social security including social insurance.

Article  28: Every child has the right to education 

and it is the duty of the state to make free primary 

education compulsory, to develop various forms 

of higher and further education, and to enable 

children to attend university on the basis of capa-

bility. The necessary discipline in schools should 

not infringe on the rights of the child nor should it 

compromise their dignity. Development cooperati-

on should promote the realisation of this right.

Article 30: Children of minorities and indigenous 

peoples have the right to preserve and practise their 

own culture and follow their own religion and use 

their own language.

Article 32: Every child has the right to be protected 

from doing work that would endanger their health 

or hamper their education and development. The 

state shall lay down the minimum age for admission 

to employment and regulate all working conditions.

Article 34: The state shall protect children from 

sexual exploitation and sexual abuse, such as prosti-

tution and pornography.
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Article 38: All states shall instigate measures to 

ensure that children under the age of 15 do not take 

a direct part in hostilities. No child under the age of 

15 may be recruited into the armed forces. 

Article 40: A child in conflict with the law has the 

right to treatment that upholds their dignity and 

self-respect, takes account of their age and aims 

to reintegrate them into society. The child has the 

right to a proper legal hearing and to have their 

citizen’s rights respected, and to receive legal coun-

selling for their defence. Judicial proceedings and 

institutional care are to be avoided if at all possible.

Adapted from: Compass – A Manual on Human Rights 

Education with Young People, website: www.kompass.

humanrights.ch

other	human	rights	treaties	and	Children’s	

rights	referenCe	doCuments	at	un	level

Optional protocols: Some of the treaties and 

covenants are supplemented by optional protocols. 

There are two additional protocols to the CRC:  the 

optional protocol on the involvement of children 

in armed conflict (2000), and the optional proto-

col on the sale of children, child prostitution and 

child pornography (2000). In June 2011, the Human 

Rights Council adopted the draft for a third optional 

protocol; this protocol will establish a complaints 

procedure, among other things. 

General Comments of the UN Treaty Bodies: 

In the General Comments, the pertinent UN Treaty 

Bodies formulate authoritative interpretations of 

the human rights conventions. These are guidelines 

for the implementation of the human rights com-

mitments. The UN Committee on the Rights of the 

Child is the treaty body for the CRC and, up to 2011, it 

had published thirteen General Comments defining 

state obligations more specifically and providing 

guidelines for the implementation of the CRC. They 

are therefore also very relevant for development 

policy.

Concluding Observations of the UN Treaty 

 Bodies:  All states parties must report regularly to 

the treaty bodies. After reading the states’ reports 

and, if appropriate, parallel reports from non-

governmental organisations, the treaty bodies 

give the states recommendations for improving the 

realisation of the CRC and its optional protocols. 

Reports by UN Special Rapporteurs: Special Rap-

porteurs are independent experts who are appoin-

ted by the UN Human Rights Council to address 

specific thematic human rights issues or countries, 

to receive complaints and to conduct country visits. 

There are two Special Rapporteurs active in the field 

of children’s rights, the Special Rapporteur on the 

http://www.kompass.humanrights.ch
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sale of children, child prostitution and child porno-

graphy (appointed in 1990), and the Special Rappor-

teur on trafficking in persons, especially women 

and children (appointed in 2004). 

seleCted	regional	human	rights	treaties:

African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the 

Child: The Charter, inspired by the CRC, entered 

into force in 1999. Forty-six African countries have 

ratified the Charter. 

African Youth Charter: The Charter lays down the 

rights of young Africans between the ages of 15 and 

35; Article 12 commits the states to draw up compre-

hensive youth policies. It entered into force in 2010 

and has been ratified by 24 African countries. 

some	other	international	referenCe	

	doCuments	of	relevanCe	to	human	rights:

International Labour Organization, Convention  

182 concerning the Prohibition and Immediate 

Action for the Elimination of the Worst Forms 

of Child Labour (1999): ratified by 174 states, the 

Convention also commits signatories to eliminate all 

forms of slavery and of work that by its nature or due 

to the circumstances in which it is carried out will 

probably be harmful to children’s health, safety or 

morality. 

International Labour Organization, Conven-

tion 138 concerning the Minimum Age for Admis-

sion to Employment (1973):  ratified by 161 states, the 

Convention introduced a minimum employment age 

of 15 years. 

UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities: Article 7 emphasises the rights of 

children with disabilities and commits the states 

parties to ensure that all necessary measures are 

taken so that children with disabilities can enjoy 

the same human rights and basic freedoms as other 

children. Article 32 underlines that the rights of 

people with disabilities must be taken into account 

not just within their own country but also in inter-

national cooperation.

seleCted	european	referenCe	doCuments:

Treaty of Lisbon of 13 December 2007, especially 

the Treaty on European Union (TEU); in Article 3 (5) 

it explicitly covers the protection of children’s rights 

in the EU’s foreign trade.

Guidelines for the Promotion and Protection of 

the Rights of the Child (2007): The Guidelines es-

tablish the principles and objectives of EU policy for 

the protection of children, especially from violence. 

Update of the EU Guidelines on Children and 

Armed Conflict (2003/2006/2008): The Guideli-

nes provide assistance and identify tools to protect 

children in armed conflicts.

Communiqués from the European Commission:	

Towards an EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child, 

4.07.2006, COM(2006) 367 final; A Special Place 

for Children in EU External Action, 5.02.2008, 

COM(2008) 55 final; An EU Agenda for the Rights 

of the Child, COM(2011) 60 final. The communiqués 

are soft law and constitute a commitment by the 

Commission for its actions.

Council Conclusions: Council Conclusions regar-

ding child labour 14 June 2010, 10937/1/10, Rev. 1. This 

includes a call by the Commission and the Member 

States to their partner countries to take steps to 

adopt and implement national action plans against 

child labour and fixed-term programmes to end the 

worst forms of child labour by 2016 at the latest.  
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relevant	bmZ	strategies

BMZ, Human Rights in German Development 

Policy. Strategy. BMZ Strategy Paper 4 | 2011 

BMZ, Minds for Change – Enhancing Opportuni-

ties. BMZ Development Policy Strategy, 2011

BMZ, Rural Development and its Contribution to 

Food Security. Strategy, BMZ Strategy Paper 1 | 2011

BMZ, Promotion of Good Governance in German 

Development Policy. BMZ Strategies 178, 2009

BMZ, Sector Strategy: German Development Policy 

in the Health Sector. Strategies 187, 2009

BMZ, Health and Human Rights. BMZ Special 165, 

2009

BMZ, Sector Strategy on Social Protection. Strategies 

190, 2009

BMZ, Development Policy Action Plan on Gender 

2009-2012. BMZ Strategies 185, 2009

BMZ, Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights, 

and Population Dynamics. BMZ Special 149, 2008

BMZ, Biological Diversity. Strategies 166, 2008 

BMZ, Development-oriented Transformation in 

Conditions of Fragile Statehood and Poor Govern-

ment Performance. Strategies 153, 2007

BMZ, Water Sector Strategy. Strategies 152, 2006
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Abbreviations and acronyms

BMZ  Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development 

CEDAW UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women

CRC Convention on the Rights of the Child

EU European Union

ICCPR  International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights

ICESCR International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights

ILO International Labour Organization

MDGs Millennium Development Goals

OECD-DAC Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development - Development Assistance Committee 

UN United Nations 

UNICEF United Nations Children’s Fund 

VENRO Association of German development non-governmental organisations
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