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INTRODUCTION 

Children’s rights are human rights. Every child in 
Europe and across the world should enjoy the same rights 
and be able to live free of discrimination, recrimination or 
intimidation of any kind. 

This is a social, moral and human imperative on which 
children – who account for almost one in five people 
living in the EU (1) and one in three in the world (2) – and 
the wider community depends on. It is about ensuring all 
children can fulfil their potential and play a leading role in 
society– whether it be in fighting for fairness and equality, 
strengthening democracy or driving the twin green and 
digital transitions. 

This is why the protection and promotion of the rights 
of the child is a core objective of the European Union’s 
work at home and abroad (3). It is enshrined in the Charter 
of Fundamental Rights of the EU (4) which guarantees the 
protection of children’s rights in implementing Union law. 
It cuts across all policy areas and forms part of the core 
priorities of the European Commission, as set out in President 
von der Leyen’s Political Guidelines (5). 

This strategy’s overarching ambition is to build the 
best possible life for children in the European Union 
and across the globe. It reflects the rights and the role of 
children in our society. They inspire and are at the forefront of 
raising awareness on the nature and climate change crises, 
discrimination and injustice. They are as much the citizens 
and leaders of today as they are the leaders of tomorrow. 
This strategy seeks to fulfil our shared responsibility to join 
forces to respect, protect and fulfil the rights of every child; 
and to build together with children healthier, resilient, fairer 
and equal societies for all.

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child(6) 

(UNCRC), which all EU Member States have ratified, continues 
to guide our action in this field. More than 30 years after 

its entry into force, significant progress has been made and 
children are increasingly recognised as having their own set 
of rights. 

The Convention recognises the right of all children to have 
the best possible start in life, to grow up happy and healthy, 
and to develop to their full potential. This includes the right 
to live in a clean and healthy planet, a protective and caring 
environment, to relax, play, and enjoy cultural and artistic 
activities, and to enjoy and respect the natural environment. 
Families and communities also need to be provided with 
the necessary support so that they can ensure children’s 
wellbeing and development.

Never before have children across the EU enjoyed 
the rights, opportunities and security of today. This is 
notably thanks to EU policy actions, legislation and funding 
over the last decade, working alongside Member States. In 
past decades, the Commission has put forward important 
initiatives addressing child trafficking, child sexual abuse 
and exploitation, missing children, and on promoting child-
friendly justice systems. We have elaborated and included 
child-friendly provisions in asylum and migration policies 
and law. We have stepped up efforts to make the internet 
safer for children and continue to combat poverty and 
social exclusion. The revamped 2017 EU Guidelines for the 
promotion and protection on the rights of the child were 
a milestone for children’s rights globally, together with 
the many humanitarian and developmental programmes 
promoting the right to health and education. The impact of 
these initiatives has largely improved the life of children in 
the EU, and the concrete fulfilment of their rights. 

This progress was hard won but should not be taken 
for granted. Now is the time to build on those efforts, 
address persisting and emerging challenges and to define 
a comprehensive strategy to protect and promote children’s 
rights in today’s ever-changing world. 

We need a strategy that is inclusive of all children and that supports children in 
vulnerable situations and we need a strategy that promotes and supports our right 
to participate in decisions that affect us. Because nothing that is decided for children 
should be decided without children. It’s time to normalise child participation. 

(Children’s conclusions, 13th European Forum on the rights of the child, 2020).
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Too many children still face severe and regular violations 
of their rights. Children continue to be victims of different 
forms of violence; suffer from socio-economic exclusion 
and discrimination, in particular on the grounds of their sex, 
sexual orientation, racial or ethnic origin, religion or belief, 
disability – or that of their parents.  Children’s concerns are 
not sufficiently listened to, and their views are often not 
considered enough in matters important to them. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated existing 
challenges and inequalities and created new ones. 
Children have been exposed to increased domestic violence 
and online abuse and exploitation, cyberbullying (7) and 
more child sexual abuse material has been shared online 
(8). Procedures such as on asylum or family reunification 
experienced delays. The shift to distance learning 
disproportionately affected very young children, those 
with special needs, those living in poverty, in marginalised 
communities, such as Roma children, and in remote and 
rural areas, lacking access to internet connections and IT 
equipment. Many children lost their most nutritious daily 
meal, as well as access to services that schools provide. The 
pandemic also strongly affected children’s mental health, 
with a reported increase in anxiety, stress and loneliness. 
Many could not participate in sports, leisure, artistic and 
cultural activities that are essential for their development 
and well-being.

The EU needs a new, comprehensive approach to reflect 
new realities and enduring challenges. By adopting this 
first comprehensive strategy on the rights of the child, the 
Commission is committing to putting children and their best 
interests at the heart of EU policies, through its internal and 
external actions and in line with the principle of subsidiarity. 
This strategy aims to bring together all new and existing 
EU legislative, policy and funding instruments within one 
comprehensive framework.

It proposes a series of targeted actions across six thematic 
areas, each one defining the priorities for EU action in the 
coming years. This will be supported by strengthening the 
mainstreaming of children’s rights across all relevant 
EU policies. The specific needs of certain groups of children, 
including those in situations of multiple vulnerabilities and 
facing intersecting forms of discrimination, are duly taken 
into account.

This strategy builds on previous Commission communications 
on the rights of the child (9), and on the existing legal and 
policy framework (10). It also contributes to achieving the 
aims of the European Pillar of Social Rights (11). The strategy 
is anchored in the UNCRC and its three Optional Protocols, 
the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(UNCRPD) (12) and will contribute to achieving the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (13). It also 
links to the Council of Europe standards on the rights of the 
child, as well as with its Strategy for the Rights of the Child 
(2016-2021) (14).

The strategy draws upon the substantive contributions from 
the European Parliament (15), Member States, child rights 
organisations, other stakeholders and individuals, collected 
during the preparatory phase, including through an open 
public consultation (16) and the 2020 European Forum on 
the Rights of the Child (17). 

This strategy has been developed for children and 
together with children. The views and suggestions 
of over 10.000 children have been taken on board in 
preparing this strategy (18). Children have also been involved 
in preparing its child-friendly version (19). This marks a new 
chapter and an important step for the EU towards genuine 
child participation in its decision-making processes.  
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PARTICIPATION IN POLITICAL AND DEMOCRATIC LIFE: 
AN EU THAT EMPOWERS CHILDREN TO BE ACTIVE 
CITIZENS AND MEMBERS OF DEMOCRATIC SOCIETIES

The sight of young people lining the streets around the world 
to call for climate action or as child human rights defenders 
(20) show us that children are active citizens and agents of 
change. While in most EU Member States children do not 
have the rights to vote until age 18, they do have the right 
to be active members of democratic societies and can help 
to shape, implement and evaluate political priorities. 

There are good examples of how different levels of 
governments and public authorities are promoting children’s 
meaningful participation, leading to a real influence on 
decisions in the public sphere (21). At EU level, these include 
EU Youth Dialogues (22) and the Learning Corner (23). 

Nonetheless, too many children do not feel considered 
enough in decision-making (24). Challenges include 
stereotypes and perceptions that children’s participation is 
difficult, costly, demanding resources and expertise. Gender 
stereotypes, in particular, limit boys’ and girls’ aspirations 
and create barriers to their participation and life choices. 
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“If not us, then who?”  

(Boy, 16, 13th European Forum on the Rights of the 
Child, 2020)

18.3% 30.3% 
of the EU population
are children

of the world population
are children 

1
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KEY ACTIONS BY THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION:

•	 establish, jointly with the European Parliament and child rights organisations, an EU Children’s Participation 
Platform, to connect existing child participation mechanisms at local, national and EU level, and involve children in 
the decision-making processes at EU level; 

•	 create space for children to become active participants of the European Climate Pact through pledges or by 
becoming Pact Ambassadors. By involving schools in sustainable climate, energy and environment education, 
the Education for Climate Coalition will help children to become agents of change in the implementation of the 
Climate Pact and the European Green Deal (26); 

•	 develop and promote accessible, digitally inclusive and child friendly versions and formats of the Charter of 
Fundamental Rights, and other key EU instruments;

•	 develop and promote guidelines on the use of child friendly language in documents and in stakeholders’ events 
and meetings with child participants;

•	 include children within the Fundamental Rights Forum of the EU Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) and the 
Conference on the Future of Europe;

•	 conduct child-specific consultations for relevant future initiatives;

•	 strengthen expertise and practice on child participation among Commission staff and the staff of EU agencies, 
including on child protection and safeguarding policies. 

THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION INVITES MEMBER STATES TO:

•	 establish, improve and provide adequate resources for new and existing mechanisms of child participation at 
local, regional and national level, including through the Council of Europe’s child participation self-assessment 
tool (27);

•	 increase awareness and knowledge of the rights of the child, including for professionals working with and for 
children, through awareness campaigns and training activities; 

•	 strengthen , education on citizenship, equality and participation in democratic processes in school curricula at 
local, regional, national and EU level; 

•	 support schools in their efforts to engage pupils in the school’s daily life and decision-making.
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While a majority of children seem to be aware of their rights, 
only one in four consider their rights respected by the whole 
of society (25). This adversely affects child participation in 
schools, in sports, culture and other leisure activities, in 
justice and migration systems or the health-care sector, as 
well as in families.  

This is why, the EU needs to promote and improve the 
inclusive and systemic participation of children at 
the local, national and EU levels. This will be driven 
through a new EU Children’s Participation Platform, 
to be established in partnership with the European 
Parliament and child rights organisations, to ensure 

children are better involved in decision-making. The 
Conference on the Future of Europe also presents an 
excellent opportunity to put child participation into action. 

The Commission will also help children, professionals 
working with and for children, the media, the public, 
politicians and policy-makers to increase awareness of 
children’s rights, and to ensure the right of the child to be 
heard and listened to. It will also promote a meaningful 
and inclusive participation of children in the policy-
making process of the European institutions and EU 
agencies, notably through child-specific consultations 
where relevant. 
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Each child has the right to an adequate standard of 
living, and to equal opportunities, from the earliest 
stage of life. Strengthening the socio-economic inclusion of 
children is essential to address the passing of poverty and 
disadvantage through generations. Social protection and 
support to families is essential in this respect. 

Each child has the right to the highest attainable standard 
of healthcare and quality education, irrespective of their 

background and where they live. However, children at risk 
of poverty and social exclusion are more likely to experience 
difficulties in accessing essential services, in particular in 
rural, remote and disadvantaged areas.

The European Pillar of Social Rights (28) and the 2013 
Commission Recommendation ‘Investing in Children: 
breaking the cycle of disadvantage’ (29) remain important 
tools to reduce child poverty and improving child well-being. 
The EU funding instruments are equally key to support these 
policy objectives. 

Between 2021 and 2027, Member States with a rate of 
child at-risk-of-poverty or social exclusion higher than the 
EU average (in 2017-2019) will have to earmark 5% of 
the European Social Fund Plus (ESF+) for combatting child 
poverty, while all others should equally allocate appropriate 
amounts. The European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) 
will contribute to investments in infrastructure, equipment 
and access to mainstream and quality services, with a 
strong focus on the poorest regions of the Union, where 
public services tend to be less developed. The Recovery 
and Resilience Facility will help achieve fast and inclusive 
recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic, including through the 
promotion of policies for children and youth, and enhancing 
economic, social and territorial cohesion.
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SOCIO-ECONOMIC INCLUSION, HEALTH AND 
EDUCATION: AN EU THAT FIGHTS CHILD POVERTY, 
PROMOTES INCLUSIVE AND CHILD-FRIENDLY 
SOCIETIES, HEALTH AND EDUCATION SYSTEMS

“I think that at some point I feel 
some anxiety. I would like to talk to a 
psychologist to give me an opinion on 
how it would be good to deal with things.”   

(Child, Greece)

2
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2.1	 COMBATING CHILD POVERTY AND FOSTERING 
EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES

Despite a decrease over the past years, in 2019, 22.2% of 
children in the EU were at risk of poverty or social exclusion. 
Depending on the Member State, the poverty risk for children 
raised by a single parent, in families with three or more 
children, living in rural and the most remote areas of the EU, 
or with a migrant or Roma background is up to three times 
higher than that of other children (30). Around half of children 
whose parents’ level of education was low, were at risk of 
poverty or social exclusion, compared with less than 10% of 
children whose parents’ level of education was high. Children 
from low-income families are at the higher risk of severe 
housing deprivation or overcrowding, and are more exposed 
to homelessness.

This translates into deep inequality of opportunities, 
which remains an issue for children even in countries with 
low levels of poverty and social exclusion (31). Children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds are less likely than their better-
off peers to perform well in school, enjoy good health and 
realise their full potential later in life. 

All children, including those with disabilities and from 
disadvantaged groups, have an equal right to live with their 
families and in a community. Integrated child protection 

systems, including effective prevention, early intervention 
and family support, should provide children without or at risk 
of losing parental care the necessary conditions to prevent 
family separation. Poverty should never be the only reason 
for placing children in care. The shift to quality community 
and family-based care, and support for ageing out of care, 
need to be ensured. 

With the Action Plan on implementing the European Pillar 
of Social Rights (32), the Commission has set out the 
ambitious target of reducing by at least 15 million the 
number of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion in 
the EU by 2030 – including at least 5 million children. One 
of its main deliverables is the Commission’s proposal for 
Council recommendation establishing the European Child 
Guarantee (33), which complements this Strategy and calls 
for specific measures for children at risk of poverty or social 
exclusion. The proposal recommends to Member States that 
they guarantee access to quality key services for children 
in need: early childhood education and care, education 
(including school-based activities), healthcare, nutrition, and 
housing.   

The Commission monitors how Member States address 
child poverty or social exclusion in the European Semester 
process and, where necessary, propose relevant country 
specific recommendations. The reinforced Youth Guarantee 
(34) stipulates that all young people from the age of 15 
receive an offer of employment, education, traineeship or 
apprenticeship within a period of four months of becoming 
unemployed or leaving formal education. 
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“School lets you open up to the world and 
talk to people. School is life.”   

(Child seeking asylum, France).

22.2%
of children in the EU are at risk 
of poverty or social exclusion  
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2.2 ENSURING THE RIGHT TO HEALTHCARE FOR ALL 
CHILDREN

Vaccination is the main tool to prevent serious, contagious, 
and sometimes deadly diseases, and is a basic element of 
childcare. Thanks to widespread vaccination, smallpox has been 
eradicated and Europe made polio-free. However, outbreaks 
of vaccine-preventable diseases still occur due to insufficient 
vaccination coverage rates. The COVID-19 pandemic has 
also threatened the continuity of childhood vaccination 
programmes in Europe. The European Commission and EU 
Member States share the objectives to fight disinformation, 
improve vaccine confidence, and ensure equitable access to 
vaccines for all.

In 2020, over 15,500 children and adolescents were diagnosed 
with cancer in the EU, with over 2,000 young patients losing 
their lives to it. Cancer constitutes the primary cause of death 
by disease beyond the age of one. Up to 30% of children 
affected by cancer suffer severe long-term consequences and 
the number of childhood cancer survivors continues to grow.

Adopting a healthy and active lifestyle at a young age will help 
reduce cancer risks later in life. The Europe’s Beating Cancer 
Plan (36) steps up early preventive actions and launches new 
initiatives on paediatric cancer to help young patients recover 
and ensure an optimal quality of life. Children suffering with 
cancer have often at their disposal a reduced number of 
validated treatments. The revised Regulation on medicines for 
children, a flagship initiative of the Pharmaceutical Strategy 
for the EU (37), aims to foster targeted medicinal products for 
children, including paediatric oncology. 

Childhood is a crucial stage in life in determining 
future physical and mental health. However, children’s 
mental health issues are widespread and can sometimes be 
linked to isolation, education environment, social inclusion 
and poverty, and the prolonged use of digital tools. Up to 
20% of children worldwide experience mental health issues, 
which if untreated, severely influence their development, 
educational attainment and their potential to live fulfilling 
lives. School is recognised amongst the fundamental 
determinants of mental health of children (38). The European 
Education Area (39) will also address mental health and well-
being in education. Cultural participation, spending time in 
nature and physical exercise can have a positive impact on 
children’s mental health (40), by building self-esteem, self-
acceptance, confidence and self-worth. 

Migrant children often suffer from mental health problems 
from situations experienced in the country of origin, on the 
migratory route, from uncertainty or degrading treatment 
in the country of arrival. The ongoing work of the European 
Asylum Support Office (EASO) Vulnerables Network (‘VEN’) 
focuses, amongst other things, on mental health for asylum 
seekers. Some other groups of children, such as children with 
disabilities and LGBTIQ children, might have specific needs 
when it comes to mental and physical health that need to 
be addressed in an appropriate way.

A healthy diet, together with regular physical activity, is vital 
to children’s full physical and mental development. Even 

KEY ACTIONS BY THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION:

•	 establish a European Child Guarantee;
•	 ensure the complementarity with the European Strategy for the rights of persons with disabilities (35) 

to respond to the needs of children with disabilities and provide better access to mainstream services and 
independent living. 

THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION INVITES MEMBER STATES TO:

•	 swiftly adopt in the Council the Commission proposal for a Council recommendation establishing the European 
Child Guarantee and implement its provisions;

•	 implement the reinforced Youth Guarantee and promote the involvement of young people in Youth Guarantee 
services.



| 9| 9

KEY ACTIONS BY THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION:

•	 step-up the implementation of the Council Recommendation to strengthen EU cooperation on vaccine-
preventable diseases (45);

•	 provide information and exchange of best practices to address children’s mental health, via the Best Practice 
Portal (46) and the Health Policy Platform;

•	 review the EU school scheme legal framework to refocus on healthy and sustainable food;

•	 develop best practices and a voluntary code of conduct to reduce online marketing to children of products high in 
sugar, fat and salt within the Joint Action on Implementation of Validated Best Practices in Nutrition.

THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION INVITES MEMBER STATES TO:

•	 identify children as a priority target group in their national mental health strategies; 

•	 build up networks with families, schools, youth, and other stakeholders and institutions involved in mental health 
of children.

today, there are children in the EU who suffer from hunger, 
in particular Roma and Travellers children (41), making them 
more susceptible to diseases and preventing their proper 
brain development. Homeless children and migrant children 
residing in overcrowded or substandard reception facilities 
also face similar problems. 

On the other hand, during the past 30 to 40 years, the 
increased availability and affordability of ultra-processed, 
unhealthy foods, led to escalating overweight and obesity. 
One in three children in the EU aged 6-9 is overweight 
or obese. This can increase the risk of diabetes, cancer, 
cardiovascular diseases or premature deaths. Commission 
actions include the School fruit, vegetables and milk scheme  

(42), and the 2014-2020 EU Action Plan on Childhood Obesity  
(43), which will be evaluated in view of a follow-up.

The Commission Farm to Fork Strategy (44) calls on the food 
industry and the retail sectors to make healthy and sustainable 
food options increasingly available and affordable. In this 
context, the Commission will propose harmonised mandatory 
front-of-pack nutrition labelling to facilitate informed, 
healthy food choices, and will set nutrient profiles to restrict 
the promotion (via nutrition or health claims) of foods high 
in fat, sugars and salt. The HealthyLifestyle4All campaign 
will promote healthy lifestyles for all, across generations and 
social groups, notably children.

All children have the right to develop their key competences 
and talents, starting in early childhood and throughout 
their schooling and vocational training, also in non-formal 
learning settings. Access to inclusive, non-segregated, 
quality education should be guaranteed, amongst others, 
through a non-discriminatory treatment regardless of racial 
and ethnic origin, religion or belief, disability, nationality, 
residence status, sex and sexual orientation. 

Early childhood education and care (ECEC) is particularly 
beneficial to children’s cognitive, language and social 

development. Both the ET2020 benchmark (47) and the 
Barcelona objectives (48) on participation of children to ECEC 
have been met at EU level, although with a wide variation 
across Member States. 

Enrolment rates in ECEC for children with disabilities and 
children from disadvantaged groups, children with a migrant 
background and Roma children, are much lower, even though 
they are among the children who would benefit the most 
from participation. Countries have targeted measures to 
facilitate ECEC access to children living in poverty, yet few 

2.3	 BUILDING INCLUSIVE, QUALITY EDUCATION
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KEY ACTIONS BY THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION:

•	 propose, in 2022, the revision of the Barcelona targets to support further upward convergence among Member 
States of participation in early childhood education and care;

•	 propose a Council recommendation on online and distance learning in primary and secondary education;

•	 propose a new initiative “Pathways to School Success”, that will also contribute to decouple educational 
attainment and achievement from social, economic and cultural status. 

•	 set up an expert group for creating supportive learning environments for groups at risk of underachievement and 
supporting well-being at school;

•	 support Member States in implementing the 2020 Council recommendation on VET for sustainable 
competitiveness, social fairness and resilience;

•	 promote the Toolkit for inclusion in early childhood education and care (53).

THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION INVITES MEMBER STATES TO:

•	 work towards achieving the targets proposed within the European Education Area;

•	 continue implementing fully, in close cooperation with the European Commission, all relevant actions 
recommended in the Action Plan on Integration and Inclusion 2021-2024 (54) in the area of education and 
training.

countries target support measures to children from migrant 
backgrounds or those from regional or ethnic minorities (49). 
This is particularly problematic for children with a migrant 
background, for whom access to ECEC is particularly beneficial 
in terms of language development. The Commission will 
propose the revision of the Barcelona targets to support 
further upward convergence among Member States of 
participation in early childhood education and care (50). 

Designing inclusive school education means building 
meaningful learning experiences in different environments. 
To this end, the Commission will put forward proposals 
to support online and distance learning in primary and 
secondary education which will promote the development of 
more flexible and inclusive education via a blend of different 
learning environments (school site and distance) and tools 
(digital, including online, and non-digital), while taking into 
account the particular issues of disadvantaged groups and 
communities.  

Despite recent progress, early leavers from education and 
training still represent around 10% of young people in the 
EU (and more than 60% among Roma youth) and only 

83% have completed upper secondary education (only 
28% among Roma). Of Roma children in primary schools, 
44% attend segregated primary schools, undermining their 
chances of succeeding in subsequent stages of education 
(51). Children with disabilities leave school early, and fewer 
learners with disabilities complete a university degree (gap 
of 14.4 percentage points). There is a persistent gender gap, 
with more boys than girls leaving school early. Moreover, 
the 2018 results from Programme for International Student 
Assessment (PISA) of the Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) (52) show that one in 
five young Europeans still lack adequate reading, maths or 
science competences. To help address this trend and support 
all students to complete their upper secondary education, the 
Commission will put forward a recommendation to open up 
pathways for school success with a focus on disadvantaged 
pupils.

Vocational education and training (VET) can help equip 
students with a balanced mix of vocational skills and 
key competences to thrive in the evolving labour market 
and society, as well as to foster inclusiveness and equal 
opportunities. 
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COMBATING VIOLENCE AGAINST CHILDREN AND 
ENSURING CHILD PROTECTION: AN EU THAT HELPS 
CHILDREN GROW FREE FROM VIOLENCE

“I wish there were fewer fights and 
tensions in my family.” 

(Child, Greece)

Violence against children, in all its possible forms is 
widespread. Children can be victims, witnesses, as well as 
perpetrators of violence – starting from their own homes, 
in school, in leisure and recreational activities, in the justice 
system, offline as well as online. 

It is estimated that half of all children worldwide suffer 
some form of violence each year. Nearly three quarters of 
the world’s children between the age of 2 and 4 regularly 
suffer physical punishment and/or psychological violence 
at the hands of parents and caregivers (55). In Europe, 1 in 
5 children will fall victim to some form of sexual violence 
(56), while children account for almost a quarter of victims of 
trafficking in the EU - the majority being girls trafficked for 

sexual exploitation (57). More than 200 million women and 
girls worldwide are survivors of female-genital mutilation 
(58), including over 600.000 in the EU (59). 62% of intersex 
people (60) who had undergone a surgery said neither they 
nor their parents gave fully informed consent before medical 
treatment or intervention to modify their sex characteristics 
(61).

The COVID-19 pandemic has led to an increase in certain 
forms of violence, such as domestic violence, while 
complaint and reporting mechanisms need to adapt to the 
new circumstances.  The capacity and access to the child 
helplines (116 111) and the missing children hotlines (116 
000) need to be improved.

Exposure to violence severely affects a child’s physical, 
psychological and emotional development. It may affect 
their ability to go to school, to interact socially and to 
thrive. It can lead to mental health issues, chronic diseases, 
self-harm tendencies, even suicide. Children in vulnerable 
situations can be particularly affected. 

Violence in schools and among peers is common. 
According to the 2018 PISA results, 23% of students reported 
being bullied at school (physical, verbal or relational bullying) 
at least a few times a month. A recent LGBTI survey by the 
Fundamental Rights Agency found that 51% of 15-17 years 
old respondents reported harassment in school.

In 2019, 12% of global international migrants (or 33 million) 
were children. Children in migration, including child refugees, 
are very often exposed to risks of abuse and have suffered 
from extreme forms of violence – war, violent conflict, 
exploitation,  human  trafficking, physical,  psychological  
and  sexual  abuse - before  and/or  after  their  arrival  
on  EU  territory (62). Children may go missing or become 
separated from their families.  Risks increase when children 
travel unaccompanied or are obliged to share overcrowded 
facilities with adult strangers. The particular vulnerability of 
children in the migration context or due to their migration 
background requires additional and targeted protection and 
support. This is also true for those outside the EU, such as the 
almost 30.000 children, including children of foreign fighters, 
estimated to live in the Al Hol camp in Syria, suffering from 
conflict trauma and extremely dire living conditions (63).

The Commission will address and support Member States to 
combat violence, including gender-based violence, against 
all children. As part of this, the Commission will continue to 
support Member States and monitor the implementation of 

3
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1/2
of children worldwide
are victims of violence 
each year 

the actions identified in the 2017 Communication on the 
protection of children in migration (64).

The Commission will also work with all stakeholders to raise 
awareness on all forms of violence to ensure effective child-
friendly prevention, protection and support for child victims 
and witnesses of violence. The CERV programme (65) will 
continue to fund child protection projects. 

The Commission will seek solutions to address the lack of 
comparable, age and sex-disaggregated data on violence 
against children at national and EU levels, and draw on the 
expertise of the Fundamental Rights Agency, as appropriate.

This strategy will complement, and reinforce where 
necessary, the actions envisaged under the new EU strategy 
on combating trafficking in human beings, as well as the EU 
strategy for a more effective fight against child sexual abuse 
(66). As part of this, the Commission is also exploring setting 

up a European centre to prevent and counter child sexual 
abuse to work with companies and law enforcement bodies, 
to identify victims and bring offenders to justice.

The promotion of integrated child protection systems is 
intrinsically linked to the prevention and protection from 
violence. With the child at the centre, all relevant authorities 
and services should work together to protect and support 
the child, in their best interests. The Commission will further 
support the establishment of Children’s houses (Barnahus 
(67)) in the EU. Special attention should be given to prevention 
measures, including family support. 

“The fact that we live in an institution 
says absolutely nothing about us, except 
that we have already experienced 
something in our lives.”

(Child, Slovenia).
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KEY ACTIONS BY THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION:

•	 put forward a legislative proposal to combat gender-based violence against women and domestic violence, 
while supporting the finalisation of the EU’s accession to the Council of Europe Convention on preventing and 
combating violence; 

•	 table a recommendation on the prevention of harmful practices against women and girls, including female 
genital mutilation;

•	 present an initiative aimed at supporting the development and strengthening of integrated child protection 
systems, which will encourage all relevant authorities and services to better work together in a system that puts 
the child at the centre;

•	 support the exchange of good practices on ending non-vital surgery and medical intervention on intersex infants 
and adolescents to make them fit the typical definition of male or female without their or their parents’ fully 
informed consent (intersex genital mutilation).

THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION INVITES MEMBER STATES TO:

•	 raise awareness of, and invest in capacity building and measures for (i) a more effective prevention of violence, 
(ii) protection of victims and witnesses, including with the necessary safeguards for child suspects or accused; 

•	 provide adequate support to children with specific vulnerabilities who suffer violence, as well as to violence that 
occur in schools;

•	 adopt legislation to ban corporal punishment in all settings, if not yet available, and work towards its elimination;

•	 improve the functioning of child protection systems at national level, in particular:

establish (where not yet available), and improve child helpline (116 111) and missing children hotline (116 000)
(68), including through funding and capacity building;

promote national strategies and programmes to speed up de-institutionalisation and the transition towards 
quality, family- and community-based care services including with an adequate focus on preparing children to 
leave care, including for unaccompanied migrant children.



14 | 14 | 

CHILD-FRIENDLY JUSTICE: AN EU WHERE THE 
JUSTICE SYSTEM UPHOLDS THE RIGHTS AND NEEDS 
OF CHILDREN

Children may be victims, witnesses, suspects or accused of 
having committed a crime, or be a party to judicial proceedings 
– in civil, criminal, or administrative justice. In all cases, 
children should feel comfortable and safe to participate 
effectively and be heard. Judicial proceedings must be 
adapted to their age and needs, must respect all their rights 
(69) and give primary consideration to the best interests of 
the child. While EU action in this field has been significant 
so far, and standards have been set within the Council of 
Europe framework (70), national justice systems must be 
better equipped to address children’s needs and rights. 
Professionals sometimes lack training to interact with children 
in an age-appropriate way, including when communicating 
about the results of a proceeding, and to respect the child’s 
best interests. The right of the child to be heard is not always 
observed and mechanisms to avoid multiple child’s hearings 
or evidence gatherings are not always in place (71). 

Children face difficulties to access justice and to obtain 
effective remedies for violations of their rights, including at 
European and international level. Vulnerable children are often 
exposed to multiple and intersecting forms of discrimination. 
Children with disabilities experience difficulties due to reduced 
accessibility of justice systems and judicial proceedings, and 
lack accessible information on rights and remedies. Data 
collection of children involved in judicial proceedings, including 
in the context of specialised courts, should be improved.

The COVID-19 pandemic has amplified the challenges related 
to children and justice. Some court proceedings have stopped 

or have been delayed; the right to visit family members in 
prison has been affected. 

Children are in contact with the civil justice system following 
their parents’ separation or divorce; or when they are adopted 
or placed in care. Substantive family law is a national 
competence. In cross-border cases, the Brussels IIa Regulation 
(with its 2019 Recast) or the Maintenance Regulation, and 
a closer judicial cooperation are key to protect the rights of 
children and ensure their access to justice. While unnecessary 
family separation should be prevented, any decision on the 
placement of a child in care should ensure the respect of the 
rights of the child (72). Where courts or national authorities are 
aware of a close connection of the child with another Member 
State, appropriate measures to ensure these rights should be 
considered at the earliest possible stage.

In 2022, the Commission will update the Practice Guide for 
the application of the Brussels IIa Regulation (Recast). Specific 
challenges arise in cross-border situations, - including for 
families with divorced or separated parents, and for rainbow 
families. 

In 2020, one third of the total number of asylum applications 
lodged were children (73). The principle of best interests of 
the child must be the primary consideration in all actions or 
decisions concerning children in migration. Despite progress 
made so far including with the implementation of the 2017 
Communication on the protection of children in migration, 
children are still not always provided with age-appropriate 
information on proceedings, nor effective guidance and 
support throughout asylum or return procedures. The Pact on 
Migration and Asylum underlined the need to both implement 
and reinforce EU law safeguards and protection standards 
for migrant children. The new rules, once adopted, will speed 
up the appointment of representatives for unaccompanied 
children, and will ensure the resources to support their 

“[Child-friendly justice is…] A child 
surrounded by a system in which he/she 
is protected/listened to/safe”  

(Girl, 17, Romania).

4 ?
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special needs, including their transition to adulthood and 
independent living. Children will be always offered adequate 
accommodation and assistance, including legal assistance, 
throughout the procedures. The new rules will also strengthen 
solidarity between Member States in ensuring full protection 
for unaccompanied children.

Even today in Europe, there are children who are stateless, 
either since birth or, often, because of migration. Not having 
a nationality makes it difficult to access some of the basic 
services such as healthcare and education, and can lead to 
situation of violence and exploitation. 

For child victims of crime, there is often a serious underreporting 
due to the age of the victim, a lack of awareness of their rights 
and a lack of accessible, age and gender-appropriate reporting 
and support services. Specific challenges arise in identifying 

victims of certain crimes, such as trafficking or sexual abuse, as 
highlighted in the EU Strategy on victims’ rights (74).

The 2019 United Nations Global Study on children deprived 
of liberty (75) highlighted that too many children are still 
deprived of their liberty because they are in conflict with the 
law or related to migration and asylum procedures. National 
authorities, including in the EU Member States, need to make 
available and increase the use of viable and effective non-
custodial measures, in line with EU acquis, and ensure that 
detention is used only as a last resort and for the shortest 
appropriate time. When parents are imprisoned, policies and 
practices respecting the right of their children should also 
be fostered. The complete and correct implementation and 
application in practice of the Procedural Safeguards Directive 
(76) will ensure better protection of children suspects or 
accused in criminal proceedings.
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KEY ACTIONS BY THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION:

•	 propose in 2022 a horizontal legislative initiative to support the mutual recognition of parenthood between 
Member States;

•	 contribute to training of justice professionals on the rights of the child and child friendly justice, in line with the 
European judicial training strategy for 2021-2024 (77), and through the European Judicial Training Network (EJTN) 
(78), the Justice and CERV programmes, as well as the European Training Platform of the EU e-justice portal (79);

•	 strengthen the implementation of the 2010 Guidelines on Child-friendly Justice with the Council of Europe;

•	 provide targeted financial support for trans-national and innovative projects to protect children in migration under 
the new Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund (AMIF) (80);

•	 support Member States in the development of effective and viable alternatives to the detention of children in 
migration procedures. 

THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION INVITES MEMBER STATES TO:

•	 support judicial training providers and all relevant professionals’ bodies to address the rights of the child and child 
friendly and accessible justice in their activities. To this end, allocate necessary resources for the above capacity 
building activities, and take advantage of the support of the FRA to strengthen capacities on topics such as child-
friendly justice and children in migration;

•	 develop robust alternatives to judicial action: from alternatives to detention, to the use of restorative justice and 
mediation in the context of civil justice;

•	 implement the Council of Europe’s Recommendation on children with imprisoned parents (81);

•	 strengthen guardianship systems for all unaccompanied children, including through participation to the activities 
of the European Guardianship Network (82);

•	 promote and ensure universal, free and immediate access to birth registration and certification for all children. 
Moreover, increase capacity of front-line officials to respond to statelessness and nationality-related problems in 
the context of migration; 

•	 enhance cooperation in cases with cross-border implications, to ensure the full respect of the rights of the child.
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DIGITAL AND INFORMATION SOCIETY: AN EU WHERE 
CHILDREN CAN SAFELY NAVIGATE THE DIGITAL 
ENVIRONMENT, AND HARNESS ITS OPPORTUNITIES 

The development of the digital environment, and the use 
of new technologies, have opened up many opportunities. 
Children play, create, learn, interact and express themselves 
in an online and connected environment, from a very young 
age. Digital technologies allow children to be part of global 
movements and play the role of active citizens. As digital 
natives, they are better placed to thrive in an increasingly 
digitalised and connected education and future labour 
market systems. The use of digital tools can help children 
with disabilities in learning, connecting, communicating and 
participating in recreational activities online, provided they 
are accessible.

However, children’s online presence increases their exposure 
to harmful or illegal content, such as child sexual abuse 

or exploitation materials, pornography and adult content, 
sexting, online hate-speech or mis- and disinformation, due 
to the lack of effective parental control/ age verification 
systems. Online exposure also harbours risks of harmful 
and illegal contact, such as cyber-grooming and sexual 
solicitation, cyberbullying or online abuse and harassment. 
Almost one third of girls and 20% of boys experienced 
disturbing content once a month in the past year; and 
children from minorities encounter upsetting events online 
more frequently (83). Amongst LGBTI 15-17 years old 
respondents, 15% have experienced cyber harassment due 
to their sexual orientation (84). More and more traffickers use 

Internet platforms to recruit and exploit victims, children 
being a particularly vulnerable target group (85). 

In the context of the EU strategy for a more effective fight 
against child sexual abuse (86), the Commission put forward 
an interim proposal to allow Information and Communication 
Technologies (ICT) companies to continue voluntarily 
reporting child sexual abuse to the authorities to the extent 
such practices are lawful, and calls on the co-legislators 
to swiftly agree on its adoption. For the longer term, the 
Commission will present a legislative proposal to effectively 
tackle child sexual abuse online. 

The over-exposure to screens and online activities are a 
concern for children’s health, mental well-being, leading to 
heightened stress, attention deficit, eyesight problems and a 
lack of physical activity and sport. 

The COVID-19 pandemic significantly increased the time 
children spend online, with schools, cultural and social 
life shifting online. This led to heightened online risks 
and a widening of digital inequalities. One child out of 
10 reported no online activities and infrequent teacher 
contact during the spring lockdown (87). Access to the 
Internet remains a challenge for a considerable number 
of children in the EU: it is 20% higher for high-income 
households, and is markedly lower in rural areas (88). In 
its recent Communication on Europe’s Digital Decade, the 
Commission’s announced ambitious connectivity targets 
for all households in Europe (89).

The EU has developed legal instruments and policy initiatives 
to cater to children’s rights in the digital environment (90). 
When necessary, these should be adapted and updated 
as new threats emerge or developments and technologies 

“I didn’t have a computer, the internet 
didn’t reach my village, and I didn’t have 
any data. (…)I couldn’t connect for the 
last 3 months, and I had to repeat.”  

(Girl, 15, Spain).
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change. The revised Audiovisual Media Services Directive has 
strengthened the protection of children from harmful content 
and inappropriate commercial communications. The recent 
Digital Services Act (91) proposes due diligence obligations for 
service providers to ensure safety of users online, including 
children. The Code of Practice on Disinformation (92) will 
establish a co-regulatory regime tailored for tackling the 
risks linked to the spread of disinformation. The new Digital 
Education Action Plan (2021-2027) (93) promotes digital 
literacy in view of tackling disinformation and puts education 
and training at the heart of this effort. Internationally, 
guidance has just been released on the interpretation of the 
rights of the child in the digital environment (94). 

On data protection and privacy rules, children advocate for 
companies to develop understandable privacy policies for 
digital services and applications and ask to be involved in 
the design and development of new digital products they 
will use. The Commission is ready to support these efforts, in 
particular through the Youth Pledge for a Better Internet (95) 

and the Youth Call for Action (96).

The Commission will continue to provide support through 
the Digital Programme to the Safer Internet Centres and the 
Better Internet for Kids platform (97) to raise awareness of and 
build capacity around cyberbullying, recognition of mis- and 
disinformation, and promotion of healthy and responsible 
behaviour online. The upcoming Pathways to School Success 
initiative (98) will promote the prevention of cyberbullying. 
The Erasmus+ programme (99) will fund initiatives to support 
the acquisition of digital skills by all children. 

Artificial intelligence (AI) has and will have a great impact 
on children and their rights (100), for example in the fields of 
education, leisure and healthcare provision. However, it can 
also entail some risks related to privacy, safety and security.  
The upcoming Commission proposal on a horizontal legal 
framework for AI will identify the use of high-risk AI systems 
that pose significant risks to fundamental rights, including 
of children.
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KEY ACTIONS BY THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION:

•	 adopt an updated Better Internet for Kids Strategy in 2022;

•	 create and facilitate a child-led process aimed at developing a set of principles to be promoted and adhered to 
by the industry (101);

•	 promote the development and use of accessible ICT and assistive technologies for children with disabilities such 
as speech recognition, closed captioning and others (102), including in Commission’s conferences and events; 

•	 ensure the full  implementation of the European Accessibility Act (103);

•	 step up the fight against all forms of online child sexual abuse, such as by proposing the necessary legislation 
including obligations for relevant online services providers to detect and report known child sexual abuse material 
online.

THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION INVITES MEMBER STATES TO:

•	 ensure effective equal access to digital tools and high-speed Internet connection, digital literacy, accessible online 
educational material and education tools etc. for all children;

•	 support the development of children’s basic digital competences, through the Digital Competence Framework for 
citizens (104);

•	 support media literacy actions as part of education, to develop children’s ability to critically evaluate online 
content, and detect disinformation and abusive material;

•	 support and promote the work of the EU co-funded Safer Internet Centres, and support child helplines and 
hotlines in developing online avenues for communication;

•	 encourage children’s and especially girls’ participation in science, technology, engineering and mathematics 
(STEM) studies and dismantle gender stereotypes in this field to ensure equal opportunities in the digital labour 
market.

THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION INVITES ICT COMPANIES TO:

•	 ensure that children’s rights, including privacy, personal data protection, and access to age-appropriate content, 
are included in digital products and services by design and by default, including for children with disabilities;

•	 equip children and parents with adequate tools to control their screen time and behaviour, and protect them from 
the effects of overuse of and addiction to online products;

•	 strengthen measures to help tackle harmful content and inappropriate commercial communication, such as 
through easy-to-use reporting and blocking channels or effective age-verification tools;

•	 continue their efforts to detect, report and remove illegal online content, including child sexual abuse from their 
platforms and services, to the extent that those practices are lawful. 
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The EU’s commitment to promote, protect, fulfil and 
respect the rights of the child is a global commitment. 
Through this strategy, the EU aims to strengthen its position 
also as a key global player in this respect. The EU already 
plays a leading role in protecting and supporting children 
globally, by strengthening access to education, services, 
health, and in protecting from all forms of violence, abuse 
and neglect, including in humanitarian context. 

Despite significant progress over the last decades, too 
many children worldwide still suffer from or are at 
risk of human rights violations, humanitarian crisis, 
environment and climate crisis, lack of access to 
education, malnutrition, poverty, inequalities and 
exclusion. The situation of girls is particularly difficult; they 
continue to be victims of discrimination and gender-based 
violence including child, early and forced marriages, and of 
female genital mutilation as early as at the age of 4.

Almost two thirds of the world’s children live in a country 
affected by conflict. Of these, 1 in 6 live within 50km of a 
conflict zone (105). This not only threatens the physical and 
mental health of children but it can often deprive them of 
education (106) and  negatively impact on their future life 
opportunities, as well as those of the communities they 
come from. 

Children are also victims of recruitment and use in 
armed conflict. Their participation in conflict seriously affects 
their physical, psychological and emotional well-being. Both 
girl and boy child soldiers are also often victims of sexual 
violence, which is too often being used as a weapon of war.

An estimated 5.2 million children (107) under 5 years die each 
year, mostly from preventable and treatable causes, many of 

which are driven by poverty, social exclusion, discrimination, 
gender norms and neglect of basic human rights. The 
COVID-19 pandemic and climate change have further 
exacerbated existing forms of discrimination against children 
as well as exposure to vulnerable situations of children and 
families worldwide. At the height of the pandemic, some 1.6 
billion children were out of school globally (108). 

The EU action in the external dimension will be in line with 
the commitments set out in the framework of the EU Action 
Plan on Human Rights and Democracy 2020-2024 (109) and 
supported by targeted actions included in other relevant 
initiatives, such as the Guidelines on the Promotion and 
Protection of the Rights of the Child (110), the Guidelines on 
Children and Armed Conflict (111), the EU Gender Action Plan 
for external action (2021-2025) (112), and the Child Rights 
Toolkit (113). 

In all contexts, the EU will continue to contribute to ensuring 
quality, safe and inclusive education, social protection, 
health services, nutrition, clean drinking water, housing, 
clean indoor air, and adequate sanitation. In particular, 
the EU development policies will (i) advance universal 
health coverage to ensure essential services for maternal, 
new-born, child and adolescent health, including mental 
health and psychosocial support; (ii)  call for food systems 

THE GLOBAL DIMENSION: AN EU THAT SUPPORTS, 
PROTECTS AND EMPOWERS CHILDREN GLOBALLY, 
INCLUDING DURING CRISIS AND CONFLICT

“The EU has a force that unites many 
countries of the world for peace, 
cooperation, equality between people, 
funds projects for organisations working 
to protect the rights of children”   

(Child, Albania).
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to deliver nutritious, safe, affordable, 
and sustainable diets that meet the 
needs and rights of children and (iii) 
further invest in the development of 
quality, accessible education systems, 
including early childhood, primary, 
lower and upper secondary schooling. 
In addition, financial assistance will 
support access to affordable and 
sustainable connectivity for schools, 
as well as to include digital skills in 
school curricula and teacher’s training.

In humanitarian crises, the EU will 
continue to support children while 
applying a needs-based approach in 
accordance with the humanitarian 
principles, as well as ensure that its aid is gender and age 
sensitive. The EU will continue to place an emphasis on child 
protection, addressing all types of violence against children 
as well as providing mental health and psychosocial support.  
Moreover, continued access to safe, quality and inclusive 
education, is of great importance to equip children and 
young people with essential skills, to offer protection and 
sense of normality, as well as to contribute to peace, and be 
a vehicle for reintegration and resilience. 

A total of 152 million children (9.6% of all children globally) 
are victims of child labour, with 73 million in hazardous 
work likely to harm their health, safety and development 
(114). The Commission’s political guidelines announced a zero 
tolerance approach against child labour, thus contributing 
to the global efforts in the framework of the UN 2021 
International Year for the Elimination of Child Labour (115). 
The EU Action Plan on Human Rights and Democracy (116) 
also includes an action to reduce substantially the global 
incidence of child labour, in line with the target date of 2025 
proclaimed by the United Nations for the full elimination of 

child labour worldwide. This will cover supporting free and 
easily accessible compulsory education for children until 
reaching the minimum age for work, as well as extending 
social welfare programmes to help lifting families out of 
poverty. 

EU trade and investment agreements, as well as the 

Generalised System of Preferences (GSP) have played an 
important role in promoting respect for core human and 
labour rights, as reflected in the UN fundamental conventions 
of the International Labour Organization (ILO). Particular 
priority will be given to the implementation of these 
commitments, including action against child labour The EU 
will insist on third countries to update regularly national lists 
of hazardous occupations children should never be tasked 
to do. The EU will also step up efforts to ensure the supply 
chains of EU companies are free from child labour, notably 
by promoting sustainable corporate governance. 

In line with the Action Plan on Human Rights and Democracy, 
the EU will step up its efforts to ensure meaningful child 
participation; to prevent, combat and respond to all forms 
of violence against children, including gender-based violence; 
to eliminate early, forced and child marriage, female genital 
mutilation, child trafficking, smuggling, begging, (sexual) 
exploitation and neglect. Work will be intensified also to 
prevent and end grave violations against children affected 
by armed conflict, including with advocacy activities 
promoting compliance with International Humanitarian 
Law. The Action Plan also supports partner countries in 
building and strengthening child-friendly justice and 
child protection systems, including for migrant, refugee 
and forcibly displaced children and children belonging to 
minorities, notably Roma. The EU will continue supporting 
the resettlement of children and other vulnerable people 
in need of international protection to the EU. The EU will 
support actions to address the issue of street children as 
well as invest in the development of quality alternative care 
and the transition from institution-based to quality family- 
and community-based care for children without parental 
care and children with disabilities.

The EU will continue to include children’s rights in the political 
dialogue with partner countries, and in particular in the 

“You have got to get deep into the mining 
pit by a rope, take what you have been 
ordered and then go back to the surface. 
I nearly suffocated inside the pits due to 
an inadequate supply of oxygen”   

 (Boy, 11, Tanzania).
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KEY ACTIONS BY THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION:

•	 dedicate 10% of overall funding under the NDICI in Sub-Saharan Africa, Asia and the Pacific, and Americas and 
the Caribbean to education; 

•	 continue allocating 10% of humanitarian aid funding for education in emergencies and protracted crises, and 
promote the endorsement of the Safe Schools Declaration; 

•	 work towards making supply chains of EU companies free of child labour, notably through a legislative initiative 
on sustainable corporate governance;

•	 promote and provide technical assistance to strengthen labour inspection systems for monitoring and 
enforcement of child labour laws;

•	 provide technical assistance as Team Europe to partner countries’ administrations through its programmes 
and facilities, such as SOCIEUX+, the Technical Assistance and Information Exchange instrument (TAIEX) and 
TWINNING programmes; 

•	 prepare a Youth Action Plan by 2022 to promote youth and child empowerment and participation;

•	 designate Youth focal points and strengthen child protection capacities within the EU Delegations.

context of accession negotiations and the stabilisation 
and association process. It will also promote measures 
to tackle violence and discrimination, in particular against 
vulnerable children, including support for civil society 
organisations.  The EU will support the monitoring and 
collection of disaggregated data on the situation of 
children in the region, and continue to report on this in the 
annual enlargement package of country reports.

To achieve these objectives, the EU will coordinate the 
use of all its available spending programmes under the 

2021-2027 multiannual financial framework, in particular 
the Neighbourhood, Development and International 
Cooperation instrument (NDICI), the Instrument for Pre-
accession Assistance III (IPA III) and the humanitarian aid 
instrument.

It will also promote actions in multilateral and regional 
human rights fora, advocacy and awareness raising 
campaigns, as well as with civil society, children and 
adolescents, national human rights institutions, academia, 
the business sector and other relevant stakeholders.
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EMBEDDING A CHILD PERSPECTIVE IN ALL EU 
ACTIONS

To achieve the objectives set out in the strategy, the 
Commission will ensure that a children’s rights perspective 
is mainstreamed in all relevant policies, legislation and 
funding programmes (117). This will be part of efforts to 
create a child-friendly culture in EU policy-making and 
will be supported by providing training and capacity building 
to EU staff, and enhanced internal coordination through the 
team of the Commission’s coordinator for the rights of the 
child. A mainstreaming checklist on the rights of the child will 
be developed.

Reliable and comparable data are needed to develop 
evidence-based policies. The Commission will invite the 
FRA to continue providing Member States with technical 
assistance and methodological support, inter alia, on the 
design and implementation of data-collection exercises. 
More age and sex-disaggregation of Eurostat data, and data 
generated by other EU agencies, will also be pursued, as will 
research on specific thematic areas covered by this strategy. 
This will be done through the research and innovation 
framework programme Horizon Europe (2021-2027) (118).

The strategy will also help with the mainstreaming and 
coordination of initiatives at national level and among key 
stakeholders to ensure better implementation of existing EU 
and international legal obligations. For this, the Commission 

will also establish the EU Network for Children’s Rights 
by end of 2021. Building on the work of the existing informal 
expert group on the rights of the child (119), the Network 
will reinforce the dialogue and mutual learning between 
the EU and Member States on children’s rights, and support 
the implementation, monitoring and evaluation of the 
strategy. It will be composed of national representatives, 
and will include in some of its activities international and 
non-governmental organisations, representatives of local 
and regional authorities and children, among others. The 
Commission will also develop closer collaboration with 
regional and local authorities, and with other relevant 
institutions, regional and international organisations, civil 
society and ombudspersons for children.

This strategy should be read in conjunction with the Strategy 
to strengthen the application of the Charter of Fundamental 
Rights in the EU, and the European Democracy action plan. 
It complements targeted efforts to make EU rights and 
values more tangible in areas such as (120) the protection of 
children in migration, equality and inclusion, gender equality, 
anti-racism and pluralism, EU citizenship rights, victims’ 
rights, the fight against child sexual abuse, social rights and 
inclusive education and training (121). It is also in line with the 
priorities set out in the EU Action Plan on Human Rights and 
Democracy (122). 

7777
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7.1	 CONTRIBUTION OF EU FUNDS TO THE STRATEGY’S 
IMPLEMENTATION

EU funding is key to support the implementation of 
EU policies in the Member States. With this strategy, 
the Commission will support Member States to make the 
best use of EU funds in their initiatives to protect and fulfil 
the rights of the child. It should also encourage child rights 
budgeting and explore ways to track spending of EU budget 
in this area, so that funds are channelled towards the most 
pressing needs. Funding for child rights should be prioritised 
by Member States in the EU funding programmes, according 
to identified needs at national and regional level. Under the 
2021-2027 multiannual financial framework,

The European Social Fund Plus (ESF+) and the European 
Regional Development Fund (ERDF) support investments in 
human capacity and infrastructure development, equipment 
and access to services in education, employment, housing, 
social, health and child care, as well as the shift from 
institutional to family- and community-based services. 

Member States that have a rate of child at-risk-of-poverty 
or social exclusion higher than the EU average (in 2017-
2019) will have to earmark 5% of the ESF+ for combatting 
child poverty, while other Member States will be required 
to earmark an appropriate amount.  In the 2021-2027 
programming period, Member States should fulfil several 
enabling conditions, which might have a close link to child 
rights measures. This includes policy frameworks in the field 
of poverty reduction, Roma inclusion and compliance with 
the UNCRPD and the Charter. The new AMIF will reinforce 
the protection of unaccompanied migrant children by 
recognising and providing financial support and incentives 
for their particular reception, accommodation and other 
special needs, with a co-financing rate up to 75%, which 
may be increased to 90 % for projects implemented under 
specific actions.

Other EU funds and programmes can be used for the 
realisation of children’s rights , include the Justice 
Programme, the CERV Programme, Erasmus+, Horizon2020, 
the Digital Programme, the Recovery and Resilience Facility, 
the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development 

(EAFRD), REACT-EU, and InvestEU. In addition, the Technical 
Support Instrument is able, on request, to provide technical 
support to Member States to develop capacity-building 
actions.

Member States are invited to ensure a coordinated approach 
at national, macro-regional (123), regional and local level 
in the programming and implementation of EU funds, as 
well as involve local and regional authorities, civil society 
organisations, including organisations working with and for 
children, and social and economic partners in preparing, 
revising, implementing and monitoring programmes for the 
2021-2027 EU funds. 

The strategy also addresses the inequalities exacerbated by 
the COVID-19 crisis, which has disproportionately affected 
vulnerable children. As part of this work, the Commission 
will encourage Member States to make full use of the 
possibilities offered by NextGenerationEU to mitigate the 
disproportionate impact of the crisis, and will help Member 
States to mainstream children’s rights in the design and 
implementation of reforms through the Technical Support 
Instrument. 

For real progress to be made on the ground, this strategy 
needs to be accompanied by commitments and 
investments at national level. The Commission calls on 
EU Member States to develop, where not yet available, 
robust and evidence-based national strategies on the rights 
of the child, in cooperation with all relevant stakeholders, 
including children; and in synergy with other relevant 
national strategies and plans. It also calls on Member States 
to ratify all UNCRC Optional Protocols and UNCRPD Optional 
protocols, and duly consider the Concluding Observations of 
the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (124) and of the 
UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (125).  
The Commission also invites the Member States to support 
all actions recommended in this strategy through appropriate 
financial resources, including EU funding.
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CONCLUSION

The European Commission is fully committed to support 
children develop their potential as engaged, responsible 
citizens. For this to happen, participation in democratic life 
needs to start during childhood. All children have the right 
to express their views on matters that concern them, and 
to have them taken into account. To enable their active 
participation, we also must tackle poverty, inequalities 
and discrimination to break the intergenerational cycle of 
disadvantage.

This strategy is inclusive by design and will be inclusive 
in its implementation. The Commission will monitor the 
implementation of the strategy at EU and national level, 
and report on the progress at the annual European Forum on 
the rights of the child. Children will be part of the monitoring 

and evaluation, notably through the future Children’s 
Participation Platform. The strategy’s actions will be adapted 
where needed. 

The Commission invites the European Parliament and the 
Council to endorse the strategy and work together on its 
implementation. The Commission calls on the Committee 
of the Regions and the European Economic and Social 
Committee to promote dialogue with local and regional 
authorities and civil society. 

We all have the responsibility to listen to children 
and to act now. To use the words expressed by one of the 
members of the Eurochild Children’s Council: “Well done is 
better than well said”. 
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