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INTRODUCTION
Our world today is capable of astonishing achievement and 
rapid change, yet it has been stubbornly slow to end the 
marginalisation and exclusion of millions of the world’s 
most vulnerable children, who remain without access to 
justice or the world’s resources. 

258 million children still do not have access to education,1 with 
hundreds of millions more learning little in schools and lacking 
trained teachers. Instead of waking up and going to school, millions 
wake up for a day of hard labour – in fields, in factories, with 
many in hazardous conditions: 152 million children are victims of 
child labour, and almost half of them aged 5-11 years.2 142 million 
children live in areas with high intensity conflicts3 they had no part 
in creating – all of whom spend their childhoods with the ever-
present threat of violence and exploitation. 

No child should be born into, or flee from, danger; no child should 
be born to work; and no child should be denied their right to 
education and the opportunity to fulfil their dreams. However, over 
100 million children are deprived of their dignity, their childhood, 
and their potential – enduring a multitude of conditions which 
make them the most marginalised children in the world.

The 100 Million campaign aims to change this. Launched in India 
at the end of 2016, the campaign was inspired by the powerful 
voices of young activists around the world who are leading change 
in their communities by standing up every day for their rights, and 
those of their peers, to freedom, safety, and education. The 100 
Million campaign is delivered by communities of activists, youth 
representative organisations and civil society organisations which 
are passionate about the realisation of the rights of every young 
person and has so far united over 1 million activists and supporters 
worldwide. By supporting impassioned young activists to mobilise 
for the rights of the world’s most excluded children, we could break 
the cycle of injustice forever. 

100 Million believes that:
• The strongest and most compelling voice in any discourse 

on the rights of young people is the voice of young people 
themselves.

• The fastest way to make an impact is to target our local 
representatives and decision-makers, and effect change in our 
own communities.

• Working in partnership is the most sustainable way to ensure 
change is implemented and endures.

1. UNESCO Institute of Statistics (UIS), 2019. Fact Sheet 56. http://uis.unesco.
org/sites/default/files/documents/new-methodology-shows-258-million-children-
adolescents-and-youth-are-out-school.pdf

2. International Labour Organisation (ILO), 2017. Global Estimates of Child 
Labour: Results and Trends, 2012-2016. https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/
public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/publication/wcms_575541.pdf

3. Save the Children, 2019. Stop the War on Children: Protecting Children in 21st 
Century Conflict. https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/node/14409/pdf/
report_stop_the_war_on_children.pdf 

National and global injustices are persistent. Some children 
are protected by welfare, while others are left to starve; some 
children are protected yet millions of children are trafficked into 
commercial sexual exploitation; many girls are allowed to enjoy 
their childhoods, while millions are forced into marriages with men 
twice their age. 

Yet we know the policies that would end the extreme marginalisation 
of children – and the 100 million most marginalised children could 
be free, safe and educated if they had just a fraction of their share 
of global resources. These injustices remain because governments 
are choosing not to implement the policies or share global wealth. 
They are choosing to deny the very poorest any resources or safety 
nets. To truly leave no child behind – as has been promised to 
children for decades – a deep and lasting political shift must take 
place, and governments must be compelled to make it.

For any child who is marginalised and exploited, the first step 
to justice is community action – it is local authorities which 
can enforce laws to protect children, which must act if children 
are suffering violence, and local education officials who should 
secure a place in the local school for every child. By empowering 
and equipping young people to mobilise on these issues, the 100 
Million campaign is supporting young people to end violence 
against children, eradicate child labour, and ensure education for 
every child in their local communities. 

Young people want to live in a world where every child has a fair 
chance and are standing together in their millions to demand 
justice for all children. This report identifies key actions needed to 
realise a world where every child is included. This report4 aims to 
support young activists who want to understand their rights and 
act together to create transformative change in their communities. 
This has been developed on the basis of the actions young people 
themselves are taking, using their first-hand experience from the 
communities in which they live. It outlines what is required to end 
the injustice of marginalisation and exclusion and provides an action 
plan for how that change can happen. 

By effecting change community by community, this network of 
empowered activists will prove to decision-makers and governments 
the world over that change is possible – leaving them no excuses 
not to deliver the rights of every child.

4. Every context is different and so certain models will work differently in different 
situations. However, there are well-established models of community-led change, 
or policy change that are proven to help end extreme child exclusion. These are 
highlighted within this document, to help inform and be adapted within different 
communities of young people.
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Those who are not free…
Around the world 152 million children5 are in child labour. 
They are often from the poorest-income families in their 
countries, as extreme poverty is one of the major drivers of 
child labour.6 

These children work in fields, factories, mines, as servants, or 
selling goods in the streets. Child labour is work carried out to 
the detriment and endangerment of a child and is a violation of 
a multitude of their rights. It exposes children to work that may 
harm them mentally or physically and prevents them from fulfilling 
their potential, either depriving them of schooling or coping with 
the burden of working while trying to learn. Unsurprisingly, many 
child labourers do not go to school; those who do manage to go to 
school are more likely to drop out.7 

Globally, there are 151.6 million children aged 5 to 17 in child 
labour – 16 million more than all school-aged children in the G7 

countries (US, Canada, France, Germany, Italy, UK, and Japan).8

5. ILO, 2017. Global Estimates of Child Labour: Results and Trends, 2012-2016. 
Op. cit.

6. ILO, 2017. Ending child labour by 2025: A review of policies and programmes. 
https://www.ilo.org/ipec/Informationresources/WCMS_IPEC_PUB_29875/lang-
-en/index.htm 

7 Ibid. 

8. ILO, 2017. Global Estimates of Child Labour: Results and Trends, 2012-2016. 
Op. cit.; UNESCO Institute of Statistics database. UIS data is primarily 2017-
2018, with the exception of the US which are estimates 2016-2017. They refer to 
school-aged children from pre-primary through to upper secondary.

Nearly half of all child labourers – 72.5 million – are in conditions 
that are considered dangerous to their health and safety or put 
their moral development at risk. This is classified as ‘hazardous’ 
child labour and is particularly exploitative.9

  
Hazardous child labour is classified as one of the ‘worst’ forms of child 
labour by the International Labour Organisation and the United 
Nations. The worst forms also include slavery or forced labour (for 
example due to debt bondage or being sold or trafficked), sexual 
exploitation, and illegal activities. At least 4.3 million children 
aged below 18 years are in forced labour, in conditions of modern 
slavery.10 Examples of this include ‘debt slaves’,11 children who are 
forced into fighting in wars as child soldiers, children forced into 
illegal activities such as working with drug gangs, and commercial 
sexual exploitation.12 Despite a lack of data in this field, the most 
recent available evidence suggests that 1.2 million children are 
trafficked each year; that is, recruited, transported and forced to 
work.13 The UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) Global 
Report on Trafficking in Persons provides data based on detected14 
cases of trafficking; 28% of detected victims in 2014 were found 
to be children, of which the majority were girls (71%). The same 
report found that 96% of female victims (women and girls) had 
been trafficked for the purposes of sexual exploitation.15 

Around the world, there are more children involved in hazardous 
work and the worst forms of  child labour than the total population 

of  under 18s in the US.16

Trafficking can occur within one country, but many children 
are taken across borders.17 For the children, it places them in a 
dangerous world; but for the criminals behind it, it is a lucrative 
business. Children who are trafficked are often lured by false 
promises made directly to them, or to their families, of education 
and a ‘better’ life. Worse still, online platforms, including social 
networks, are facilitating digital trafficking, usually for sexual abuse 
and exploitation.18 

9. ILO, 2017. Global Estimates of Child Labour: Results and Trends, 2012-2016

10. Ibid. One in four victims of modern slavery are children (under 18s). 

11. Debt bondage, also known as ‘debt slavery’ or ‘bonded labour’. See United 
Nations Special Rapporteur on Contemporary Slavery report, 2016, for full 
definitions. http://www.loc.gov/law/foreign-news/article/united-nations-report-
on-debt-bondage/ 

12. ILO, 2017. Global Estimates of Child Labour: Results and Trends, 2012-2016. 

13. This statistic is an estimate from 2005. It is, therefore, significantly out of 
date. However, in the absence of a more up-to-date reliable figure, this continues 
to be widely used by reputable agencies working on trafficking. This lack of data, 
in and of itself, speaks volumes about this hidden ‘trade’ and the invisibility of the 
children it exploits. Taken from: ILO, 2005. A Global Alliance Against Forced 
Labour, Report of the Director-General, International Labour Conference 2005.

14. It is widely accepted, including by UNODC, that detected cases significantly 
underestimate the actual levels.

15. UNODC, 2016. Global Report on Trafficking in Persons. https://www.unodc.
org/documents/data-and-analysis/glotip/2016_Global_Report_on_Trafficking_in_
Persons.pdf 

16. ILO, 2017 and US Census data. This includes the estimated 72 million children 
involved in hazardous labour and the (known) estimates of worst forms of child 
labour combined. Figures for under-18s are based on 2010 US census data. 

17. UNODC, 2016. UNODC estimates that approximately 60% of victims of 
trafficking in persons detected between 2012 and 2014 were from outside the 
country where they were exploited. 

18. Plan International, 2017. Children and the sex trade in the digital age. https://
plan-international.org/publications/children-and-sex-trade-digital-age 

Girls in ‘hidden’ child labour 

The data provided by the International Labour Organisation 
in the child labour estimates often belies the scale of the 
challenge faced by girls. This is because there is either too 
little data, or no data is collected, on certain forms of child 
labour.

While the reported figures show that there are 23 million 
more boys than girls in child labour, the kind of work girls 
are subjected to can be less visible and under-reported, 
such as domestic service in private homes, or performing 
household chores in their family homes. Importantly, this 
latter form of work – conducted either by children in their 
parents’ homes or by children in forced marriages – is not 
included in the child labour estimates. It is useful to note 
too that work within the family unit, such as labouring in 
family enterprises like farming – is included in estimates, 
and is more likely to be done by boys.
 
Even using the data which is collected, the challenges 
faced by girls are resilient: despite an overall reduction in 
the reported number of child labourers in the last period 
(2012-2016), the decline in child labour among girls was 
only half that among boys.
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These children are frequently the most invisible children in 
society – deliberately hidden from view because of the severity 
of the crimes against them. This makes it hard to get exact and 
up-to-date figures. These ‘worst forms’ of child labour have been 
identified as requiring particularly urgent action from governments 
and the international community. 19

 

Those who are currently not safe…
Every child has the right to live and thrive in a safe and 
caring environment, free from violence. But hundreds of 
millions of children suffer abuse, exploitation, and violence 
– taking place within their family, at school, in places where 
they labour, and in their communities. 

Violence against children is present in all countries, cultures, and 
traditions. Because violence often happens behind closed doors it is 
rarely reported; this makes getting reliable estimates on the levels 
of violence children suffer very difficult. However, estimates range 
from 1 billion to 1.7 billion children who have experienced some form 
of inter-personal violence, cruelty or abuse in their daily lives. The 
latter finding, in the Ending Violence in Childhood Global Report 
from 2017, was a result of three years’ intensive work by over 100 
researchers on the everyday violence faced by children all over the 
world. This astounding figure – which equates to three in every four 
children – is made worse still by the fact that it excludes violence 
due to wars, child labour, slavery and exploitation, or female genital 
mutilation.20

Violence against children often remains hidden for a wide variety 
of reasons. Many children are afraid to report incidents of violence 
against them – a situation which is made worse by a severe lack 
in child-sensitive support services to protect them. Even when 
children have been able to report violent crimes against them, 
justice procedures can be slow – with some cases taking years 
to prosecute.21 In some cases, parents, who should protect their 
children, remain silent if the violence is perpetrated by a spouse or 
another family member, a powerful member of society such as an 
employer, a police officer, or a community leader.22

Outside of the family, children involved in the worst forms of 
child labour are often particularly prone to violent abuse, including 
commercial sexual exploitation. Evidence shows that sexual violence 
has particularly serious physical and psychological consequences, in 
the short-and long-term, for children.23 

19. Children in the worst forms of child labour are those in the categories of child 
labour set out in Article 3 of ILO Convention No. 182. This is defined as: slavery; 
sex work/abuse; children in illicit activities; and, all work which causes harm to 
safety, health or morals. Hazardous work by children is often treated as a proxy for 
the worst forms of child labour, as the other forms (by their very nature) are very 
hard to measure. The commitment to ending the worst forms - and the urgency 
which the international community must place on this – was reinforced in the 
SDG 8.7 target to eliminate this by 2025 (ahead of other SDG targets).

20. Know Violence in Childhood, 2017. Ending Violence in Childhood Global 
Report 2017.  https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/node/12380/pdf/
global_report_2017_ending_violence_in_childhood.pdf 

21. Kailash Satyarthi Children’s Foundation, 2018. The Children Cannot Wait: 
Status of Pending Trials in Child Sexual Abuse Cases in India. https://satyarthi.
org.in/assets/pdf/The_Children_Cannot_Wait.pdf

22. Ibid. 
23. UNICEF, 2012. Together for Girls: Sexual Violence Fact Sheet. https://uni.
cf/2OxA7VV 

Girls are particularly prone to violence, including sexual 
violence.
Girls are particularly vulnerable to violence and abuse. Domestic 
violence, child marriage, rape, early pregnancy, female genital 
mutilation, prostitution, and slavery – in both rich and poor 
countries alike – threaten girls’ lives and health and have a 
destructive impact, physically and psychologically, forever. Rape or 
other forms of sexual violence can also lead to ostracism, further 
violence, or death. 

Violence against schoolgirls is another widely prevalent threat. 
Schools should be a place of safety and learning, not violence 
and fear. Yet, for too many children, especially girls, they are not. 
Sadly, they face risks on the journey to school, and even in schools 
themselves, where trusted adults and peers such as students, staff, 
and community members can be among the perpetrators. 

Data remains a challenge in this field. In 2002, the World Health 
Organisation estimated that 150 million girls under 18 are sexually 
assaulted every year; many of these attacks occur on the way to 
school or at school.24 In 2009, a meta-analysis of 65 studies from 
22 countries found that 19.7% of females universally faced sexual 
abuse before the age of 18 years.25

Child marriage is a violation of rights and an act of violence 
against children.
Despite a worldwide reduction in recent years, child marriage 
remains prevalent in many parts of the world, but girls living in the 
poor rural areas of sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia are the most 
vulnerable to child marriage, often at ages below 15 years. In sub-
Saharan Africa, the figure is on the rise, with 1 in 3 girls now being 
a child bride, compared to 1 in 7 girls 25 years ago.26 A major driver 
of child marriage, as with child labour, is poverty: more than half of 
girls from the poorest families in the developing world are married 
as children.27 

Child marriage  is any formal marriage or informal union where 
one or both people are under 18 years old. All child marriages are 
forced,  because a child cannot provide informed consent, and 
are therefore a violation of children’s rights.28 Despite laws against 
it, the practice remains widespread, due to gender inequality and 
persistent poverty. Each year, 12 million girls are married before 
the age of 18;29 it is estimated that 650 million women alive today 
were married before their 18th birthday.30 

24. World Health Organization (WHO), 2002. World Report on Violence and 
Health. https://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/violence/world_report/
en/ and United Nations, 2006. Report of the Independent Expert for the 
United Nations Study on Violence Against Children. https://www.ohchr.org/EN/
HRBodies/CRC/Study/Pages/StudyViolenceChildren.aspx 

25. Wihbey, J., 2011. Global prevalence of child sexual abuse. http://
Journalistsresource.org/studies/./global-prevalence-child-sexual-abuse 

26. UNICEF, 2018. Child Marriage: Latest trends and future prospects. https://
data.unicef.org/resources/child-marriage-latest-trends-and-future-prospects/ 

27. International Center for Research on Women and Girls Not Brides, 
2015. Taking action to address child marriage: the role of different sectors: 
Economic Growth and Workforce Development brief. https://www.girlsnotbrides.
org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/1.-Overview-Addressing-child-marriage-role-
of-diff-sectors.pdf 

28. UNICEF, 2015. A Profile of Child Marriage in Africa. https://uni.cf/2P52lso 

29. UNICEF, 2018. Press release. https://www.unicef.org/eca/press-releases/25-
million-child-marriages-prevented 

30. UNICEF, 2018. Child Marriage: Latest trends and future prospects. 6

https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/node/12380/pdf/global_report_2017_ending_violence_in_childhood.pdf
https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/node/12380/pdf/global_report_2017_ending_violence_in_childhood.pdf
https://satyarthi.org.in/assets/pdf/The_Children_Cannot_Wait.pdf
https://satyarthi.org.in/assets/pdf/The_Children_Cannot_Wait.pdf
https://uni.cf/2OxA7VV
https://uni.cf/2OxA7VV
https://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/violence/world_report/en/
https://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/violence/world_report/en/
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/CRC/Study/Pages/StudyViolenceChildren.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/CRC/Study/Pages/StudyViolenceChildren.aspx
http://Journalistsresource.org/studies/./global-prevalence-child-sexual-abuse
http://Journalistsresource.org/studies/./global-prevalence-child-sexual-abuse
https://data.unicef.org/resources/child-marriage-latest-trends-and-future-prospects/
https://data.unicef.org/resources/child-marriage-latest-trends-and-future-prospects/
https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/1.-Overview-Addressing-child-marriage-role-of-diff-sectors.pdf
https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/1.-Overview-Addressing-child-marriage-role-of-diff-sectors.pdf
https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/1.-Overview-Addressing-child-marriage-role-of-diff-sectors.pdf
https://uni.cf/2P52lso
https://www.unicef.org/eca/press-releases/25-million-child-marriages-prevented
https://www.unicef.org/eca/press-releases/25-million-child-marriages-prevented


Child brides are also much more likely to be married to older spouses. 
Studies show a large age difference range among countries, but it 
is often significant. For instance, in Guinea there is, on average, 
around 15 years in age difference between a child bride and her 
spouse.31 These age differences often reinforce harmful gender 
inequalities within marriage, as child brides have even less power 
to negotiate and make decisions about sex, family planning and 
allocation of resources with men in their 30s or 40s. 

Around the world, 23 girls every minute, nearly 1 every 2 seconds, 
are forced into child marriage.

Source: Girls not Brides

Girls pushed into child marriage often become pregnant while still 
adolescents, increasing the risk of complications in pregnancy or 
childbirth. Neither physically nor emotionally ready to give birth, 
they face higher risks of death in childbirth and are particularly 
vulnerable to pregnancy-related injuries. These complications 
are the leading cause of death among older adolescent girls in 
developing countries. 

31. Demographic and Health Survey data from 29 countries in Africa and Latin 
America showed a range of age difference from Guatemala (5 years as the mean 
difference) as the lowest and Guinea as the highest (14.2 mean years). Taken from 
the following study: Clark S, Bruce J, Dude A., 2006. Protecting young women 
from HIV/AIDS: the case against child and adolescent marriage. International 
Family Planning Perspectives https://www.guttmacher.org/sites/default/files/
pdfs/pubs/journals/3207906.pdf

#JusticeForNoura: The campaign to save a child bride sentenced to death
Noura Hussein from South Sudan was forced into marriage at 16 to her cousin but ran away to stay with other relatives to avoid 
the marriage. She returned home to her family in Khartoum in April 2017 after they said they’d cancelled the marriage, only to 
be forced into it anyway. After repeatedly refusing to have sex with her new husband, two of his brothers and a cousin pinned 
down Noura so her husband could rape her. The next day, faced with the same prospect, she stabbed him with a knife in self-
defence. Her father then handed her over to the police. Noura was found guilty of premeditated murder and at nineteen-years-
old was sentenced to death by hanging. 

Fortunately for Noura, her plight garnered worldwide attention and sparked international outrage, and a #JusticeforNoura 
campaign helped to build public pressure for the death penalty to be dropped. Instead, Noura was sentenced to five years in prison.

What made Noura’s story so unusual was the attention is received, but, sadly, the circumstances that led to this chain of events 
- child marriage, forced marriage, marital rape - are neither new nor uncommon in many countries including Sudan. One third of 
Sudanese girls are married before they turn 18; shockingly, girls can be legally married as young as 10, and the penal code does 
not outlaw marital rape. Noura’s story has helped to create space for people to engage in a wider discussion about gender-based 
violence in Sudanese society, and has led to a number of campaigners drawing attention to Sudan’s discriminatory laws which leave 
women and girls vulnerable to child marriage and domestic violence. Hopefully, this will help force reforms to the legal system 
which institutionalises child marriage and marital rape, and will begin to challenge the views in society which help to sustain and 
maintain such practices. 

This case study is based on the following news sources: 

The Independent
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/sudan-teenager-girl-noura-hussein-amnesty-international-kill-rapist-husband-death-sentence-
commute-a8418971.html 

CNN
https://edition.cnn.com/2018/06/26/africa/sudan-death-sentence-noura-hussein-asequals-intl/index.html 

The danger they face is exacerbated by poor public healthcare, 
lack of access to contraception and sexual reproductive health and 
rights (SRHR), and often non-existent maternal healthcare in poor 
rural areas. It is also dangerous to the new-born child: a child born 
to a mother below 20 is 50% more likely to be stillborn or die within 
its first weeks of life.32

At current rates of progress, the target to end child marriage by 
2030 will not be met, and 150 million more girls will be married in 
childhood by  then. Child marriage has a devastating effect on 
women, robbing girls of their childhoods, education, health and 
freedom, and leaving girls and women exposed to rape and abuse 
for the rest of their lives.33

Around 5% of  girls are married before age 15, and a quarter 
before age 18. But in some countries the figures are much higher: in 

Bangladesh, Niger, Mali, and Chad, the figure ranges from 22-30% 
for under 15’s, and 59-76% for under 18’s.
Source: UNICEF Child marriage database

32. UNFPA, 2013. Motherhood in Childhood: Facing the challenge of adolescent 
pregnancy, State of World Population, 2013. https://www.unfpa.org/
publications/state-world-population-2013 and WHO, 2011. WHO Guidelines on 
preventing early pregnancy and poor reproductive outcomes among adolescents 
in developing countries. https://www.who.int/immunization/hpv/target/
preventing_early_pregnancy_and_poor_reproductive_outcomes_who_2006.
pdf

33. UNICEF, 2015. Op. cit. 
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Children whose lives are made unsafe by conflict or disaster.
An estimated 420 million children live directly in a conflict zone 
where active fighting takes place,34 and are thus likely to have their 
daily life disrupted by conflict. 142 million children live in areas with 
high intensity conflicts and are thus at heightened threat of severe 
abuses, including sexual violence and child soldier recruitment.35 

The number of children living in conflict zones has more than 
doubled since 1990, with one out of every six children now living 
in conflict affected areas, compared to one in every 10 children in 
1990.36 Unsurprisingly, the number of children killed or maimed 
appears to have risen considerably; UN-verified reports of children 
maimed or killed – while not comprehensive of all conflict zones 
– suggest it could have risen by almost as much as 300%, since 
2010.37 

These figures do not take into account the number of children who 
have been displaced by climate disaster: since 2008, global data 
indicates that the number of people displaced by sudden onset 
climate and weather-related disasters, such as storms and cyclones, 
averaged 22.5 million per year since 2008.38 This figure is only 
set to increase, with hundreds of millions of the world’s poorest 
children living in countries at risk of both sudden- and slow-onset 
disasters.39 

Conflicts and disasters have a devastating impact on lives: they 
force people to flee their homes, often tearing families apart; 
children lose family members and friends, which can leave children 
orphaned, in the most tumultuous of conditions; they witness the 
destruction of their homes, schools, and their families’ livelihoods; 
and are forced to flee from all that is familiar to them. Children are 
threatened not just with uncertainty and insecurity, but with real 
danger to their physical and emotional wellbeing. 

Many children are internally displaced or become refugees in other 
countries and are particularly vulnerable to trafficking and child 
labour. The incidence of child labour in countries affected by armed 
conflict is 77% higher than the global average and the incidence of 
hazardous work is 50% higher.40 

34. This is defined as an area 50km or less where a conflict incidence has taken 
place in any given year.

35. Save the Children, 2019. Op. cit. Children can live in countries impacted 
by conflict and not be impacted by a conflict taking place in another part of the 
country, hence counting those living in ‘conflict zones’ shows a more accurate 
picture of those impacted, and ‘high intensity zones’ are children most likely to be 
severely affected by conflict. 

36. Ibid. This increase has been seen in the number of conflict zones which have 
increased since 1990: although the number of countries with armed conflicts has 
remained quite stable, the number of affected children in conflict zones has gone 
from around 200 million, to the 420 million latest estimate (2017 data).

37. Save the Children, 2019. Op. cit. This is based on UN verified figures, on a 
basis of reporting from country level. There is no global figure currently available 
and is thus the ‘best estimate’ of likely global rises.

38. Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 
(OHCHR), 2018. The slow onset effects of climate change and human rights 
protection for cross-border migrants. https://environmentalmigration.iom.int/
slow-onset-effects-climate-change-and-human-rights-protection-cross-border-
migrants-0 

39. Ibid.

40. Save the Children, 2018. The Many Faces of Exclusion - End of Childhood 
Report 2018. https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/EOC_2018_
embargoed.pdf

Child refugees and migrants – particularly those on the move 
who are separated from their families – are especially vulnerable. 
In situations of conflict and disaster, extreme violations against 
children often go unnoticed, including their recruitment and 
use in armed conflict; sexual violence; abductions; and killing or 
maiming.41 
 
Stories of children being killed after being raped, and of others who 
were abducted and abused by armed forces and groups, are not 
uncommon. Tragically, survivors who have not been separated from 
their families or communities are often cast out from society after 
such attacks.42

Those denied the chance to go to 
school… 
One in every five children and adolescents are denied their 
right to education.43 In total, 258 million children and young 
people are currently out of school.44 Those who have never been to 
primary school – 9% globally, but often much higher in individual 
developing countries45 – are almost always the most excluded 
children in their society, and in the world.46 This is because, as most 
developing countries have expanded access to primary schooling, 
and more children are now going to school, those who don’t have 
an education face even greater exclusion – increasing the urgency 
to ensure every child is educated.

Additionally, 62 million young people aged 12 to 14 years and 
138 million between the ages of about 15 to 17 are not enrolled in 
school. The figures are worse in sub-Saharan Africa, where one in 
three children and adolescents are out of school, with girls more 
likely to be excluded.47 Some groups of children are particularly 
vulnerable to extreme exclusion from education: 

• Children living in poverty are by far the most likely to be out 
of school. For instance, in sub-Saharan Africa the poorest 
children have only around a 50% chance of going to primary 
school.48 In some countries this is extreme: in Niger, only 8% 
of the poorest children complete primary education.49 

41. Statement by the UN Security Council on the scale, severity of violations 
against children in armed conflict, 2017. https://www.un.org/press/en/2017/
sc13050.doc.htm 

42. Save the Children, 2013. Unspeakable Crimes Against Children Sexual 
violence in conflict. http://static.rasset.ie/documents/news/save-the-children-
report.pdf 

43. UIS, 2019. Op. cit. 

44. UIS and Global Education Monitoring Report (GEMR), 2017. Policy 
Paper 32/Fact Sheet 44: Reducing global poverty through universal primary 
and secondary education. http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/
reducing-global-poverty-through-universal-primary-secondary-education.pdf 

45. UIS, 2019. Op. cit.

46. GEMR, 2015. Education for All 2000-2015: Achievements and Challenges. 
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000232205_eng

47. UIS, 2019. Op. cit. 

48. Based on data from the Global Education Monitoring Report World Inequality 
Database on Education (WIDE). https://www.education-inequalities.org/
indicators/edu0_prim#?sort=mean&dimension=all&group=all&age_group=edu0_
prim&countries=all

49. Ibid. Compared to half their wealthiest peers. Data taken from WIDE 
database. 8
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• Children with disabilities are  10 times less likely to attend 
school than their non-disabled peers.50 

• Children who are from linguistic or ethnic minorities, whose 
mother tongue is different to the language used in schools, 
consistently learn less in school and drop out earlier.

• Children in areas impacted by conflict or disasters are a 
(growing) group which faces exclusion from education: they 
are 30% less likely to complete primary school and 50% 
less likely to finish lower-secondary education than other 
children.51 As a result of education disrupted in countries that 
are impacted by conflict or disaster, nearly three in ten young 
people between the ages of 15 and 24 are unable to read or 
write.52 The impact of conflict is felt through direct attacks 
on schools, students and staff; displacement of families and 
teachers; destruction of school facilities; and disruption of 
government systems. 

Even when children from marginalised backgrounds do manage to 
make it into classrooms, the kinds of schooling received is often 
in the lowest-performing schools. They attend class for less time 
than their wealthier peers, often spending significantly more time 
working as a result of their poverty, and are very likely to drop out. 
The amount they can learn within these parameters is limited and 
can act to powerfully compound exclusion and (re)confirm pre-
existing notions of who ‘succeeds’. 

Poverty, ill health and poor availability of a good quality school 
nearby also stifle their chances of learning. Many of the most 
marginalised children are first-generation learners or have parents 
and carers who are not functionally literate: these children arrive at 
the school gates with a proven53 disadvantage. 

Those child labourers who are able to attend school around their 
work tend to perform more poorly than the non-working peers, with 
the burden or work undermining their ability and time to dedicate 
to learning.54 Girls often have to manage a multitude of domestic 
duties – fetching water, cooking, cleaning – while juggling school, 
and are substantially more likely to drop out earlier due to work 
or early marriage.55 And in all countries of the world, the poorest 
children learn less than their wealthier peers.56

 
Being shut out of education – with no schooling, too little schooling, 
or poor-quality schooling – can lead to a spiral of exclusion over a 
lifetime, especially in an increasingly digital world. 

50. Plan International and London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine 
and International Centre for Evidence in Disability, 2013. Include us! A study of 
disability among Plan International’s sponsored children. https://plan-international.
org/publications/include-us 

51. World Bank, 2018. The World Development Report 2018 (WDR 2018), 
Learning to Realize Education’s Promise. https://www.worldbank.org/en/
publication/wdr2018 

52. UNICEF News Note, 2018. Nearly three in ten young people between the 
ages of 15 and 24 are unable to read or write. https://uni.cf/2EomLaI 

53. Rose, P. and Alcott, B., for HEART on behalf of the UK Department for 
International Development, 2015. How can education systems become equitable 
by 2030? http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/how-can-
education-systems-become-equitable-by-2030-learning-and-equity_pauline-
rose_benjamin-alcott_heart_2015-en.pdf 

54. ILO, 2017. Ending child labour by 2025: A review of policies and programmes. 

55. GEMR and UNGEI, 2018. Meeting our commitments to gender equality in 
education. https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000261593 

56. World Bank, 2018. Op. cit.

But universal education is a powerful tool of inclusion, because it 
has a strong impact on other human rights:

• It has a proven57 ability to end exclusion for the most 
marginalised;

• It plays a well-established role in helping to stop child labour,58 
and limiting other practices such as child marriage;59 

• Educated mothers are more likely to have the knowledge to 
ensure better nutrition and health of their children, and to 
negotiate their own sexual and reproductive rights and that of 
their daughters;60 and

• A girl who finishes secondary school is six times less likely to 
be married before 18.61 

In other words, education can have a powerful impact in either 
reducing or ingraining a cycle of exclusion. 

57. Ibid. 

58. ILO, 2017. Ending child labour by 2025: A review of policies and programmes. 

59. Ibid.

60. Global Partnership for Education, 2017. GPE Replenishment 2020 - Case 
for Investment. https://www.globalpartnership.org/content/gpe-replenishment-
2020-case-investment 

61. UNICEF, 2014. Ending Child Marriage: Progress and prospects. https://uni.
cf/2hXcAhQ
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Extreme poverty, inequality and exclusion are inextricably linked.

The world is richer than ever before, yet, rather than every citizen benefitting from the increase in wealth, the gap has widened 
between the wealthiest and the poorest, both globally and nationally. The richest one percent of citizens owns half of the world’s 
wealth, while ten percent of citizens – the equivalent of over 780 million people – are living on less than $1.90 a day. 

Income inequality is only one aspect of extreme poverty. When other measures of deprivation, such as health (nutrition, child 
mortality), education (years of schooling, children enrolled in school), and standard of living (including access to electricity, 
water, and sanitation), are taken into account, the number of people affected rises to 1.5 billion – or 29% of the population of 
developing countries. If a child’s parents or guardians are enduring this kind of multidimensional poverty, the child is too – and it 
is precisely this lack of access to resources and public services which is perpetuating extreme poverty and denying young people 
the opportunity to end this injustice once and for all.

The world has made some progress over the last two decades. Since 1990 the number of people living in extreme poverty has 
halved, as has the number of preventable child deaths; both maternal mortality and the number of children out of school have 
almost halved. It is possible for governments to fund and provide services for all their citizens, but when 1 in 5 people is still living 
in multidimensional poverty it is clear they are being desperately slow to do so. 

This lack of urgency is proving to be deadly for children and young people: more children under the age of five have died from 
poverty in the 21st century than all the people who died in wars in the 20th century. Given the world’s enormous medical and 
technological advances and staggering wealth, and the simple fact that there are policies which do work, there is no reason for any 
child or young person to be denied their basic human rights to freedom, safety, or education.

We know the polices that work, from stipends for the poorest families to inclusive education policies to ensure schools are 
specifically catering for the most marginalised children, but too few countries are using them. National welfare systems can 
provide a safety net for every young person and their families worldwide. These are all policies which can fight extreme and 
multidimensional poverty, but it is hard for some national governments to achieve sufficient domestic budget to deliver them due 
to tax dodging and other harmful financial practices, which have become endemic in developing countries. Yet the world now has 
so much wealth that we could end extreme poverty in just a few years, if our decision-makers made it a priority. 

If the world can more than halve extreme poverty in little over two decades, then we can lift everyone out of it*. But increasing 
inequality has delivered more and more of the world’s wealth into the hands of a few. Every child should have access to at least a 
basic share of the world’s resources so they can have a chance in life.

*Based on the MDG global target to halve poverty, which was met, reducing those in extreme poverty from 19 billion to 836 million between 1990-2015. http://
www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/sustainable-development-goals/goal-1-no-poverty.html
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In September 2015, world leaders came together at the 
United Nations to agree to a ground-breaking new set of 
commitments that form a plan of action to end poverty and 
build a sustainable future for people and planet. 

Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development62 includes a set of 17 ambitious Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) and 169  targets. Together, they 
signal a firm commitment from all countries that no one will be 
left behind, and that those furthest behind will be reached first; 
particularly the most excluded children, including: 

• Goal 4 on education, which commits to ensuring a good 
quality, inclusive and equitable education for all;

• Goal 5 on gender equality, which commits to end violence 
against women and girls, including harmful practices such as 
child marriage and FGM;

• Goal 8, which commits to taking immediate and effective 
measures for the elimination of the worst forms of child labour, 
including recruitment and use of child soldiers, by 2025; 

• Goal 10, which includes a commitment to social protection 
aimed at reducing inequalities; and

• Goal 16, aimed at ending abuse, exploitation, trafficking and all 
forms of violence against and torture of children. 63

From global commitments to local 
action. 
These commitments should ensure children are free, safe, and 
educated; however, the challenge is to bring the commitments 
made at the UN to life in every community and to make concrete 
changes in the lives of children. 

As the world enters the fifth year of the implementation of the 
agenda, there are worrying signs that the world remains off track 
in their commitments to children. For instance, the ILO has 
warned that the SDG Target 8.7 for ending modern slavery and 
child labour must “dramatically” increase to meet the 2025 target 
on time,64 as “business as usual” will see 121 million remaining in 
child labour by that deadline; the education target for ensuring all 
children have a basic quality education is at a virtual standstill,65 

62. United Nations General Assembly (2015). Transforming Our World: The 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. https://sustainabledevelopment.
un.org/post2015/transformingourworld 

63. See UNICEF’s overview of the SDGs for children: https://uni.cf/2w1QUc6 

64. ILO, 2017. Press release. http://sdg.iisd.org/news/ilo-reports-find-progress-
on-ending-child-labour-insufficient-to-meet-sdg-target/

65. GEMR World Education Blog, 2017: https://gemreportunesco.wordpress.
com/2017/09/25/two-years-down-13-to-go-checking-in-on-our-progress-
towards-the-sdgs/

with latest predictions showing that 225 million children will still be 
out of school by 2030.66

As with all commitments made by governments, turning promises 
into action will depend on the ability or willingness of governments 
to deliver – in most cases this must be driven, at least in part, 
by citizen-led demand for accountability and monitoring. One 
major concern is that, globally, the 2030 Agenda offers no clear 
picture on how SDG implementation will be monitored or how 
governments will be held accountable, including only very tentative 
and under-ambitious ‘proposals’ and ‘guidelines’, rather than robust 
plans for monitoring and accountability.67 

Ensuring that the commitments are turned into reality must also 
entail stronger mechanisms for national ownership and adaptation. 
Governments, in consultation with civil society, the private sector 
and other stakeholders, must align policies, plans and budgets with 
the 2030 Agenda. 

It must also entail building local-level capacity to deliver and build 
strong accountability mechanisms. Public institutions at local 
levels need the human and financial resources to deliver services 
with a focus on reaching those furthest behind. At the same 
time, inclusive, citizen-centred systems of accountability must be 
developed, with reporting on progress done in an open, inclusive 
and participatory way, while encouraging independent reporting 
on SDG progress by communities, including by young people and 
citizen groups. 

70 years of failure to deliver for children.
While the SDG agenda sets out a new and ambitious agenda, with 
a corresponding set of timebound universal targets, many of the 
commitments are not new, and build on more than 70 years of 
international agreements and commitments to protect the rights 
of the child

The rights of the child were explicitly outlined with the 1989 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC). The CRC is a treaty 
that recognises specific rights of the child to:

• protection (e.g. from abuse, exploitation and harmful 
substances);

• provision (e.g. for education, health care and an adequate 
standard of living);

• participation (e.g. listening to children’s views and respecting 
their evolving capacities). 

66. UIS and GEMR, 2019. Meeting commitments: are countries on track to 
achieve SDG 4? https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000369009

67. The text on this in the Agenda has been criticised as very weak and for 
watering down “accountability and monitoring plans” to “follow-up and review”. 
For a discussion see: https://www.hhrjournal.org/2016/01/promising-the-world-
accountability-and-the-sdgs/ 

2. WHAT HAS THE WORLD PROMISED 
TO THE MOST EXCLUDED CHILDREN?
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But as far back as the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(UDHR) it was recognised that children are “entitled to special 
care and assistance”,68 and several international conventions also 
reinforce the rights of specific groups of children and young people. 
For instance, conventions on child labour, the right to education, 
or laws and policies which prevent child marriage or violence should 
keep all children free, safe, and educated (see diagram below).69 

68. United Nations, 1948. Universal Declaration of Human Rights. www.un.org/
en/universal-declaration-human-rights/ 

69. End Violence Against Children, 2016. Strategy 2016-2020. https://www.
humandignity.foundation/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/The-Global-Partnership-
Strategy.pdf 

In total there are at least 16 major international treaties and 
conventions which define or reinforce the rights of children, with 
many more regional commitments. Most countries should also 
have national laws or policies to deliver these rights. 

Yet 70 years after the enshrinement of these rights in the Universal 
Declaration they have not been enforced or delivered for everyone, 
preventing millions of children from enjoying their childhoods and 
fulfilling their potential. Extreme exploitation and exclusion remain 
daily realities for far too many children. 

1948: UN Declaration of Human Rights

1959: Declaration on the Rights of the Child

1966: International Covenant on Economic, Social & Cultural Rights 

1973: ILO Minimum Age Convention

1989: UN Convention on the Rights of the Child

1990: UN Guideline for the Protection of Juveniles

1999, ILO Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention

2000: Protocol to Prevent, Suppress & Punish Trafficking in Persons

2000: Optional Protocol on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict

2000: Optional Protocol on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution & Child Pornography

2006: Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities

A TIMELINE OF INTERNATIONAL COMMITMENTS 
TO THE RIGHTS OF THE CHILD
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In almost every country, there are children who already enjoy their 
rights, proving that it is possible to ensure their freedom, safety, 
and education. But for the most excluded and marginalised children 
there remains a significant disconnect between rhetoric and reality. 
This signifies a failure of political will to deliver the kind of radical 
action which tackles extreme child exploitation and exclusion in 
communities – by local and national governments, by companies, 
and by the global community. It also speaks volumes about who has 
power (and who doesn’t) in communities around the world. 

History shows us that any major breakthrough for the rights of 
the most excluded is led by pressure from those who are most 
impacted. We must support this pressure, and build power for 
change, in the communities where children and young people are 
denied their rights. 

Every citizen must ensure there are meaningful, accessible spaces 
for the voices of the most marginalised young people to be heard. 

3. THE 100 MILLION CAMPAIGN’S 
VISION OF EVERY CHILD COMMUNITIES

We all have a responsibility to work together for their demands to be 
amplified and to force governments to deliver change, community 
by community.70 

Inspired by Bachpan Bachao Andolan’s Bal Mitra Gram (BMG) 
programme, or ‘child friendly villages’,71 the 100 Million campaign 
is determined to end extreme child exploitation and exclusion from 
the community up, by supporting Every Child Communities. By 
demonstrating how children and young people themselves can 
lead the creation of Every Child Communities, we hope to inspire 
others to follow this lead for a better future, free from the extreme 
marginalisation of children, and where young people are a valued 
and included actor in determining the realisation of their rights. 

70. This is explored in more detail in Chapter  4.

71.  https://satyarthi.org.in/programmes

Youth activists from 100 Million Liberia regularly visit rural communities and 
hold discussions for children to understand their rights.

Image courtesy of 100 Million Liberia. 
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An Every Child Community is defined as an area, such as 
a village, town, or district, where the local authorities and 
people in the community have agreed to work together to 
end exclusion and transform their communities to deliver the 
rights to freedom, safety and education to every child. 

A charter is a formal statement usually issued by a government, 
or by communities or organisations, which describes the rights 
of their citizens or their members. The Every Child Community 
Charter was written with input from youth activists from all 
around the world who are already working to realise the rights 
of the most marginalised children, and describes the rights 
which need to be guaranteed to all children in a community to 
ensure that every child is free, safe, and educated.

Every Child Communities commit to ensuring that all children 
are able to flourish, feel safe, enjoy the fulfilment of their basic 
rights, by being: 
•	 liberated from the burden of child labour
•	 protected from harm and liberated from violence 
•	 liberated by learning in a free, public, good quality school 

with trained teachers. 

Communities can do this by committing to enact the Every 
Child Community Charter, which sets out twelve basic 
principles and targets. 

The charter below is a global template, and core (bold) 
principles ensure unity across communties wherever they are 
in the world. They also reflect many commitments which have 
already been made by governments to deliver universal rights 
and to leave no child behind.

Activists are encouraged to work with everyone in their 
community to adapt the charter by adding the specific barriers 
faced by the most marginalised young people and relevant 
actions in their own community contexts that will ensure every 
child is included. 

At a global level, the 100 Million campaign will work to support 
the realisation of the Every Child Community Charter in as 
many communities as possible, and is committed to enabling 
young activists to campaign to make their communities free, 
safe, and educated. 

ABOUT THE 100 MILLION CAMPAIGN’S 
EVERY CHILD COMMUNITY CHARTER

100 Million India youth activist Anoushka Sharan addresses students at Hopetown Girls’ 
School to encourage them to form community campaign groups and join the campaign.

Image courtesy of 100 Million India/Kailash Satyarthi Children’s Foundation. 
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Every child in our community will be liberated from child 
labour and FREE:

1. We will eliminate child labour, trafficking, and slavery in 
our community, and report any violations to the police and 
relevant authorities. We demand that these authorities take 
appropriate action immediately and any justice procedures 
are conducted swiftly.

2. We will end extreme poverty in our community by supporting 
families facing this injustice. We demand the government 
shares national wealth fairly and introduces a basic income, 
or cash transfers, so that families are not forced to send their 
children to work to survive.

3. No businesses or organisations in our community will use 
child labour or slavery. We demand decent working conditions 
and a living wage for adults, so that poverty wages or insecure 
jobs do not force children into work.

Every child in our community will be protected from harm, 
liberated from violence and SAFE:

4. We will end all violence against children in our community 
and report any violations. We demand child-sensitive support 
services and timely justice procedures, without discrimination, 
so children are not prevented from or scared to report 
violence.

5. There will be no child marriage in our community. We 
demand perpetrators are brought to justice and institutions 
that enable child marriage are legally prevented from doing 
so or closed.

6. We will support all children living in our community who 
have suffered violence including those affected by conflict, 
climate disaster and exploitation. We demand the urgent 
protection and rehabilitation of children to ensure their basic 
needs are met, and that they are supported to recover from 
any trauma and welcomed by our community.

Every child in our community will be liberated through 
EDUCATION:

7. We will ensure every boy and girl in our community goes 
to, and finishes, primary and secondary school. We demand 
the government funds quality and compulsory public schools 
which are free, inclusive and staffed by trained, well-supported 
teachers.

8. We will end discrimination and remove all barriers to 
children attending school in our community. We demand 
policies from our government which tackle any poverty- or 
sanitation-related issues, and which end violence within, or on 
the way to, school. 

9. We will ensure all children and young people understand their 
rights and are empowered to advocate for themselves and 
their peers. We request schools and the education ministry 
to support our community effort by adopting human rights 
education in schools into the curriculum or extra-curricular 
activities.

Every child in our community will be INCLUDED:

10. We promise that our commitments will target the most 
excluded children in our community and focus on the 
realisation of their rights. We demand the prioritisation of 
children and young people who are most affected by injustice. 
This includes those who are:
a) facing systemic discrimination based on their ethnicity, 
language, gender inequality sexual orientation, faith, race, 
caste or disability;
b) living in extreme poverty, rural communities, and 
disaster- or conflict-affected areas; and
c) all children on the move including those fleeing violence, 
disasters, conflict, and extreme poverty.

 
Every child in our community will have access to services 
which are SUPPORTED:

11. We commit to ending exclusion for good through increased, 
sustainable public resources to deliver this charter. We 
demand that companies pay their fair share of taxes and our 
government to stop offering harmful tax breaks.

 
Everyone in our community will be ACCOUNTABLE:

12. We commit to delivering this charter and will be held 
accountable by children and young people in our community. 
We will form a representative group comprising children 
and young people, parents, teachers, local authorities, and 
employers to review our progress every six months and report 
back to everyone in our community.

THE EVERY CHILD 
COMMUNITY CHARTER

An Every Child Community commits to ensuring that all 
children and young people can overcome exclusion and 
marginalisation. 

This Charter sets out the rights of children in communities 
and proposes twelve principles or guarantees to deliver 
these rights. 

EVERY CHILD,EVERY COM
M

UNITY: Youth activism
 to end child exclusion and m

arginalisation 
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4. BUILDING EVERY CHILD 
COMMUNITIES: WHO NEEDS TO ACT?

The launch of the 100 Million Peru campaign, with Nobel Peace Laureate Kailash Satyarthi. 
The 100 Million Peru National Youth Committee has continued to secure political change and is 

establishing regional youth activist committees across the country.

Image courtesy of 100 Million Peru and Centro de Estudios Sociales y Publicaciones (CESIP). 
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The Every Child Community Charter sets out clear outcomes 
to work towards. But how will this be achieved, and who 
needs to make those changes? 

The 100 Million campaign is supporting young activists with tools 
and methodologies to help bring about change. Our aim is to inspire 
and share successful youth-led campaigns and strategies with 
other youth activists, enabling them to learn from each other and 
accelerate the pace of change to secure their own communities are 
free, safe, and educated for every child.

Below are seven interlinked ‘action areas’ that are at the heart 
of delivering the changes required in policy and practice to build 
Every Child Communities. Each of these action areas is illustrated 
with case studies of community and youth activism from around 
the world, including stories provided by 100 Million youth activists.

Everyone has a role to play in delivering action in these areas: 
young advocates, community members, leaders in communities, 
businesses operating in communities, and local and national 
governments. Locally, nationally and globally, it is time for the 
people who hold the keys to change to be held accountable for a 
lack of progress on ending the extreme exclusion of children. 

100 Million Youth Activists: effecting change around the world

The 100 Million campaign brings together current and aspiring young activists to effect change for the world’s most marginalised 
children. Working with representative youth organisations, teachers’ union, NGOs on every continent, we provide resources and 
support to inspire young people to form local campaign groups to effect change in their own communities.

Youth activists have started campaigning with 100 Million in 35 countries, and on every continent. 

In India, millions of children participated in a lesson about the campaign during the Bharat Yatra (India March), which saw over 
800,000 people marching to raise awareness and effect policy change across the country – with many states agreeing to make 
changes to protect children from violence and abuse.

In Liberia and Uganda, youth activists are running regular outreach sessions in communities where children face multiple forms 
of exclusion. Their work engages children directly, and youth activists are empowering them with knowledge about their rights to 
freedom, safety, and education. 

In Germany, youth activists have been working with Bread for the World and the German Education Union (Gewerkschaft 
Erziehung und Wissenschaft – GEW) to meet ministers and parliamentarians and in their first three months have already secured 
a commitment for a new law against child labour from the government and the main political parties.

In Chile, youth leaders around the country are participating in human rights education, in order to support young people in their 
communities understand their rights and take action for their delivery. 

In Peru, a National Youth Committee is well-established and its work has already seen them invited to join the National Steering 
Committee for the Prevention and Eradication of Child Labour. The Peruvian campaign has hosted its first annual youth meeting, 
with government ministers in attendance, and is delivering a national outreach programme to set up regional youth committees 
across the country. 

In Japan, thousands of people, including Parliamentarians in the National Diet, watched the award-winning film on child labour, 
The Price of Free, and youth activists worked together to create videos and social media content to raise the public awareness of 
child labour in the country

In Africa and Europe, 100 Million is supported by representative youth organisations the All Africa Students’ Union, the 
Organising Bureau of Secondary School Unions, and the European Students’ Union. Between them, they represent tens of 
millions of students, and the campaign is working with local, national, and regional elected student officers to establish campaign 
groups in communities across both continents.

YOUTH- AND COMMUNITY-LED CHANGE
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Communities that include every child are at the heart of the 
changes we seek, be that changing attitudes in Every Child 
Communities or putting pressure on community leaders 
and local government representatives to secure justice for 
all. Convincing the community to be active, committed, and 
to work together to end extreme exclusion is the root from 
which all other strategies must flourish. Without change at 
this level, the day-to-day reality for excluded children all 
over the world will remain the same. 

To eradicate extreme child exploitation and exclusion altogether, 
it is critical to challenge the values that drive and reinforce 
discrimination. These beliefs can be so deeply ingrained that 
they can be virtually invisible to those in the community, and the 
behaviour that is the outcome of these attitudes is seen as just 
‘part of the normal order of things’ (including, often, even those 
who are experiencing extreme exclusion). For example, it is often 
assumed that for the poorest children, work is an unfortunate but 
unavoidable ‘fact of life’ and that some families ‘must’ send their 

children out to work, because of poverty. It is also seen as socially 
acceptable that parents (or other trusted elders) are able to punish 
children with violence. 

For change to happen, the values and assumptions which support the 
practice of extreme child exclusion need to shift. The most powerful 
voice in this process is that of excluded young people themselves: 
by telling their stories and sharing their experiences with families 
and the wider community, and with the support of activists and 
civil society to emphasise the injustice, they can raise awareness 
of the harmful consequences of child exclusion and exploitation. 
This can help to change attitudes and reduce the acceptance 
within a community, including with those who make decisions. 

In communities where religious and traditional leaders play a 
particularly prominent role in decision-making or influencing the 
prevailing assumptions, they have a vital role in speaking out against 
child exclusion and changing community attitudes. Not speaking 
out against the status quo can be seen as supporting it: they 
must also become advocates for change and for child liberation 
communities, in order for change to have a lasting impact.

ACTION AREA 1: RAISING AWARENESS AND 
CHALLENGING COMMUNITY ASSUMPTIONS AND 
BEHAVIOUR THAT SUSTAIN EXTREME EXCLUSION

 

Tostan’s Community Empowerment programme is challenging attitudes 

Tostan – an African-based organisation working directly with rural communities leading their own development – has successfully 
piloted a scheme which enables young people to challenge the attitudes and values which sustain child exclusion. 

Tostan started working at the community level, developing a community empowerment programme (CEP) – a community-
led human rights education programme – in a district of Senegal. When the village made a commitment against female genital 
mutilation (FGM), volunteers went to neighbouring communities to encourage them to take part. Within 20 years it had made a 
major impact on female genital mutilation and cutting (FGM/C) in several countries achieving rates of change many had thought 
weren’t possible on the issue. Tostan has helped eliminate FGM/C and child marriage in over 8,000 communities across Africa. 

Today, the CEP runs in six African countries. It involves regular class sessions with adults and adolescents with the explicit aim of 
challenging attitudes which reinforce negative behaviour which may thwart the rights of different groups in the community. In 
each community, two classes of 25 to 30 participants – one for adults and one for adolescents – meet three times per week. By 
holding separate classes for the two groups, Tostan ensures that both younger and older community members can participate and 
contribute comfortably while gaining the tools and confidence to actively apply what they learn in their community. It covers a 
number of different human rights, how to ensure that the rights of every member of the community are respected, and who is 
responsible. For example, during the session on the right to education, participants discuss the importance of girls’ education, the 
role and responsibilities of parents in ensuring their children’s education, and strategies for speaking out if they feel this right is 
not being respected.

One key success has been the collective public abandonment – including making public declarations – of FGM/C and child 
marriage by over 8,000 communities across Africa. In total, 3 million people live in the communities that have publicly declared 
an end to female genital cutting. 

YOUTH- AND COMMUNITY-LED CHANGE
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Girls need special attention when challenging values, for 
other strategies to be effective. 
Poor and marginalised girls can be doubly burdened by negative 
attitudes: once as a result of their family’s marginalised position (or 
their position at birth, if without a family), and once again because 
they are girls. It is estimated that 575 million girls live in countries 
characterised by discrimination against girls, putting them at 
heightened risk of death before age 5, being denied education, 
being forced into early marriage, and/or giving birth before they are 
emotionally and physically ready74 – with the maternal mortality 
rate for adolescent girls a third higher than for young women aged 
20-24.75

For instance, in many communities where child marriage is 
practised, girls may not be as valued as much as boys in terms of 
their potential to bring in income, and can be seen as a ‘burden’ 
on their families. Marrying your daughter at a young age can be 
viewed as a way to ease economic hardship by transferring this 
‘burden’ to her husband’s family. Female genital mutilation or 
cutting (FGM/C) is also deeply rooted in community expectations 
around marriageability. The practice of FGM/C is widespread; an 

74. Save the Children, 2018. Op. cit. Countries characterised by discrimination 
against girls (55 in total) are those that have significant gender-based gaps in child 
mortality or enrolment in primary or secondary school. See Methodology and 
Research Notes for details. All 55 countries are noted in the rankings table on 
page 31.

75. Restrepo-Mendez, M.C. and Victora, C.G., 2014. Maternal mortality by age: 
who is most at risk? The Lancet Volume 2 Issue 23. https://www.thelancet.com/
journals/langlo/article/PIIS2214-109X(14)70007-5/fulltext

estimated 200 million girls and women worldwide have been cut, in 
the countries where it is concentrated.76 By having a daughter cut, 
the family ensures that she will be a ‘desirable’ marriage prospect. 
In reality, it is built on values that emphasise ‘protecting’ a girl’s (or 
her family’s) honour by controlling her sexuality. 

Violence against girls is also often deeply rooted in social attitudes 
and is subsequently reinforced in political and economic institutions 
and structures. Discrimination girls face in schools, for example, is 
often part of the gender discrimination in communities and wider 
society which becomes embedded in schools’ institutional policies: 
girls are often seen as being more ‘naturally’ submissive, while boys 
are seen as being more boisterous. This can translate into girls 
not reporting violence or intimidation, and boys’ behaviour being 
interpreted as ‘acting-out’ this role. Teacher attitudes and the 
teaching materials on which they rely often further compound this. 
Gender discrimination also exists in social and political institutions 
which manifests in the form of laws, curricula content and measures 
that discriminate against girls (i.e. exclusion from school due to 
pregnancy) and can be seen as a wider part of the discrimination 
which means girls right to education is thwarted.

Whether a practice is carried out because of cultural traditions or 
religious beliefs in a community, the underlying driver is inequitable 

76. There is no global estimate; however, UNICEF has put the estimate at 200 
million on the basis of data collected via household surveys in the 30 countries 
where FGM/C has been documented (mainly in Africa, as well as in the Middle 
East and Asia). For more information see the UNICEF database: https://data.
unicef.org/topic/child-protection/female-genital-mutilation/ 

There have been impressive results in changing behaviours in the communities in which Tostan works: for example, a review of 
impact in communities in four countries showed a substantial increase in community members who stated they disapprove of, or 
would intervene in, a case of FGM/C after the CEP intervention. In Guinea 93% of respondents said they either disapprove of 
FGM/C or would intervene in a case in their community, compared to only 31% before Tostan’s intervention. Similar results were 
seen in attitude change to child marriage: in Guinea-Bissau those who approved of child marriage for children under 12 dropped 
from 64% to only 8%. The percentage of family members who stated they understood the harm done to a 12-year-old girl in 
marriage, or are willing to intervene in such a circumstance outside their own family, significantly increased in all four countries; in 
Guinea Bissau, this rose from 36% of beneficiary respondents to 92%.72

These are remarkable achievements, given that in these communities such practices have endured for generations.

Tostan sees the mixture of rights education, with the empowerment of young leaders and champions, and the tactical use of 
community leaders, as holding the key to success.

In the words of one community leader in Mali: “Youth played a leading role in the process, as did women. The youth leader… 
knew how to provide the words and ideas we needed to convince leaders to join the social movement already underway. Oumou 
Coulibaly, president of the women’s group, and Mariam Diarra, an influential member of the community… and the village imam’s 
wife, were able to tactfully bring awareness efforts to her husband…[and] Imam Oumar Traoré, renowned for his faith, greatly 
contributed to convincing the village chief to abandon as well.”73

Adapted from the following sources: 
www.tostan.org/wp-content/uploads/tostan_our_program_fact_sheet_eng.pdf. 
www.girlsnotbrides.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Case-study-Mobilise-families-Tostan.pdf 

72.  See the midterm review survey results carried out by Tostan in four West Africa countries (infographic) https://tostan.org/wp-content/
uploads/gen_change_graphics_web.pdf

73. Tostan, 2016. Press Advisory: Growing Human Rights Momentum in West Africa. https://www.tostan.org/press-advisory-growing-
human-rights-momentum-west-africa/ 
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The child marriage-free community challenge in Zimbabwe

The youth-led organisation Regional Network of the Children and Young People Trust (RNCYPT) is running a project called ‘my 
child marriage free community challenge’ in rural communities in two provinces of Zimbabwe, where child marriage is prevalent. 
Given that real change must be sustained by a change in the behaviour and attitudes of men and boys, as well as in empowering 
women and girls to know and demand their rights, the programme works with everyone – men, boys, women, and girls. 

It has a specific focus on engaging young people, including through awareness-raising and changing attitudes, because it is young 
people that are both the most vulnerable to child marriage, and hold the greatest potential to influence child marriage prevention 
and response. The project aims to ensure that youth advocates challenge traditional and religious leaders to address child marriage 
and promote girls’ empowerment in their communities – since many of the attitudes which drive child marriage are solidified 
during youth and adolescence, the programme is based on engaging young people in efforts to transform gender dynamics in the 
community.
 
Adapted from: www.girlsnotbrides.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/Case-study-Mobilise-families-RNCYPT-1.pdf

relationships between men and women, boys and girls. Attempting 
to control the behaviour and the bodies of women is usually a way 
to continue to enforce men as more powerful than women in the 
family and in their communities. Therefore, challenging prejudice 
and attitudes in the wider community is central to halting the 
threat and reality of daily oppression, control and violence that 
many girls live with, and central to this challenge are young people. 
Young community members – as victims and witnesses of violence 
against and oppression of girls – have the power to stop these 
acts, by learning about the harm done by perpetuating acts of 

YOUTH- AND COMMUNITY-LED CHANGE

injustice, understanding their rights and those of their peers, and 
the potential for the development of their community by bringing 
an end to such practices. One generation can change the future for 
many more, in their own community and as an example to others. 
 
Efforts to bring about change in community practices are often 
resisted as interfering with tradition. This can no longer be an 
excuse: traditions are made by humans, and so they can be undone 
by humans. 

Youth activists for 100 Million in Uganda participate in community events and meetings 
to help young people understand their rights

Image courtesy of 100 Million Uganda. 
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National legislation is important for ensuring the rights of 
the child are respected and protected.
A strong, national legal and policy system can provide an important 
backdrop for improvements in services, changes in social attitudes, 
and can provide sanctions for violators and legal redress for victims. 
However, even when national legislative commitments are in place, 
they are often not being implemented in practice, especially for 
marginalised children. 

Legal frameworks can play a particularly powerful role in 
transforming norms and protecting girls’ rights. Relevant laws and 
regulations include those that set the minimum age for marriage 
at 18 for both girls and boys, requirements for birth and marriage 
registration, and sexual violence and domestic violence laws are all 
important to challenge the attitudes which underpin them.77

However, to ensure the implementation of these laws, communities 
need to understand what their rights are, including their legal rights, 
and be supported in bringing wrongdoing to justice – current power 
imbalances in communities can make this very hard. Police may 
not have adequate training on dealing with these cases, do not see 
it as their job to protect marginalised groups, or are susceptible to 
bribery. 

For instance, cases of child labour against companies are notorious 
for long delays, and even where the case does reach the trial 
stage, children and their families are often not able to travel long 
distances to reach a court, leading to cases being dropped and 
impunity for the perpetrator. Similarly, enforcement of the laws 
against child trafficking is often weak, inconsistent and subject to 
long delays. In this case, it is frequently compounded by poor co-
operation between the authorities in the areas from which children 
are trafficked and where they are now. Increased accountability 
of authorities is crucial to improve the response and support to 
victims of child trafficking. 

 ‘Acceptable’ abuse of the right to education.
While abuses against children such as violence, forced labour, and 
trafficking are usually crimes for which perpetrators can be brought 
to law – however challenging this may be in practice – there are 
major abuses of the rights of children which do not have accessible 
legal recourse, particularly at a local or community level. This 
includes the violation of the right to quality education.

77. Maswikwa, B. et. al., 2015. Minimum Marriage Age Laws and the Prevalence 
Of Child Marriage and Adolescent Birth: Evidence from Sub-Saharan Africa, 
International Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health Volume 41(2) 
http://www.guttmacher.org/pubs/journals/4105815.pdf; Girls Not Brides, 2013. 
Minimum Age of Marriage in Africa, compiled by the African Child Policy Forum 
(ACPF). https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/Minimum-
age-of-marriage-in-Africa-March-2013.pdf 

In almost every country in the world, education is compulsory, by 
national law, at least for all children of primary school age. Yet 1 
in 12 children of this age are not in school. This number includes 
children on the move, for whom the task of providing quality 
education requires specific and dedicated resources; however, 
the majority of children out-of-school are living in communities 
where long-term educational infrastructure should exist for every 
child. This infrastructure should include support for any child who is 
denied the right to attend their local school due to marginalisation.

In these cases, it is again critical for citizens to understand their 
rights and any action they can take to ensure these rights are 
realised. 

ACTION AREA 2: HOLDING GOVERNMENTS AND 
BUSINESSES ACCOUNTABLE FOR ESTABLISHING AND 

IMPLEMENTING LAWS AND POLICIES TO PROTECT AND 
DELIVER CHILD RIGHTS

National civil society training community youth 
activists on the right to education

In Nigeria, the Civil Society Action Coalition on Education 
for All (CSACEFA) a national coalition of civil society 
organisations ranging from NGOs to teacher unions which 
fights for the right to education for children and adults alike.

Wide political and religious divides, local instability caused 
by violent terrorist militias, and the highest number of 
out-of-school children in the world make the challenges 
to education for every child vast in Nigeria. However, an 
active civil society is increasingly working with youth-led 
organisations, such as the National Youth Coalition on 
Education, to ensure young people understand their rights 
and can take action in their local communities.

Advocacy training programmes are helping young people 
to understand how to engage their local community, create 
strategies for change, and how to identify local targets to 
deliver the right to quality education. At the same time, 
the programmes bring together young people already 
working towards these targets and enable them to share 
knowledge and tactics to enforce the Child Rights Act at 
local level, encompassing education but also tackling issues 
of discriminatory social-cultural practices.

Adapted from: https://www.globalpartnership.org/blog/
young-education-activists-commit-fighting-barriers-
education-nigeria
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Monitoring of local small-scale businesses by young people

Teams of children in Bangladesh have set about monitoring small businesses like shops, tea stalls, small eateries and tradesmen’s 
workshops in their towns and villages. 

“When we formed our child-led organisation, we knew we wanted to do something for working children. We were in doubt whether their 
employers would listen to us…We went there [local shops and eateries etc.] with our camera before we invited local government officials, 
elected members, influential people and other community representatives. We exhibited the pictures and some drawings, and the local 
government representatives told us that the employers’ misbehaviour had to stop. It was very encouraging,” recount members of one 
child-led organisation. 

Then, the children convinced the employers to let the children participate in a meeting. The children told them about all their 
problems in detail. A child-led organisation later invited the employers and their young employees for a joint meeting. 

“The most supportive employers agreed to convince other employers, and the mayor asked us to specify our demands. We came up with 
a long list that we presented in front of eighty or ninety employers and all the children, and we suggested that the demands be printed on 
the back side of the trade licenses. If the employers violated the demands, the mayor would confiscate their licences. But when we checked 
with the police, we found that this was not legal, so instead we printed the most important demands on laminated paper, and the mayor 
distributed these to every shop. He also hung a poster with the demands on the wall in his office.” 

Adapted from Save the Children Sweden-Denmark: https://redbarnet.dk/media/1167/from-child-labour-to-children-in-
charge.pdf (page 218)
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Companies must also adhere to national and international 
laws.
It is not only governments who have a duty to establish practices 
which adhere to polices and laws. All businesses and companies – 

whatever their size – have a duty to stop child labour, in line with 
national and international laws, including working with particular 
urgency to eliminate the worst forms of child labour. 

Companies are sometimes indirectly involved in child labour 
without even knowing it; especially in large multinational 
companies with complicated supply chains where child labour 
might be buried far back in the chain. However, this ignorance is 
unacceptable in an increasingly globalised and connected world. 
For example, a mobile phone should not be produced as ‘child 
labour-free’ just in the factory: the gold used for the components 
must also have been mined and processed without child labour. All 
forms of hazardous child labour must be identified and rigorously 
stamped out across the whole supply chain.

However, supply chains don’t operate in a vacuum: at the end of 
every supply chain is a community, in which excluded children 
live. Corporations must play their role in contributing positively 
to society by respecting, and, ideally, encouraging the rights of all 
children.78 So, for instance, poverty wages for adults in one part of 

78. The UN Global Compact on Human Rights and Business sets out actions to 
ensure businesses are not undermining human rights – including stopping child 
labour and forced labour. https://www.unglobalcompact.org/what-is-gc/mission/
principles 

a supply chain often create and sustain working conditions and pay 
that undermine community efforts to tackle child exclusion and 
exploitation. The Global Child Forum has set-out seven indicators 
for the rights of the child to be upheld by large multinational 
corporates; this goes beyond the commitment to have a policy 
(on paper) on child labour which is often (due to public pressure), 
the most visible commitment.79 In other words, companies must 
go as far as possible in their actions to play a positive role in the 
communities in which they work by upholding human rights.

National and local companies are also responsible for protecting 
the rights of children – as enshrined in national law. Even the 
smallest scale and micro-businesses – be that market stalls 
or trade workshops – must make sure they are not exploiting 
children. One of the most obvious and visible ways they can 
do this is by tackling child labour. Yet, in many countries using 
child labour is accepted as ‘necessary’ to make small businesses 
economically viable. 

79. Global Child Forum and the Boston Consulting Group initiated the Corporate 
Sector and Children’s Rights Benchmark Study series in 2013 to fill a gap in 
research. The purpose of the series is to develop a children’s rights benchmark 
for the corporate sector and to enable tracking of progress over time on how 
children’s rights are addressed. Covering 2500 companies across 9 industries they 
found that 57% had a child labour policy but were failing much more dramatically 
on other benchmarks such as community engagement on child rights, or board 
leadership. https://www.globalchildforum.org/resources/global-report/22
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Governments and companies have clear lines of 
responsibility – both morally and legally – for delivering 
the rights of children and young people. However, securing 
greater action from both governments and companies is 
often not easy, nor straightforward, in practice. 

Fostering a greater sense of accountability is central to changing 
this, and civil society, citizens and young people have a unique 
role in holding leaders to account. They are particularly important 
in amplifying the voices of the most marginalised – who often 
have little space in policymaking and few champions in the 
corridors of power. Public advocacy, youth campaigning, and 
activism approaches can be crucial to fostering a broad sense of 
accountability from the public – building public pressure and 

engagement for policy and programmes to be more responsive and 
relevant to the most excluded and marginalised. By building citizen 
and youth participation, it can help bring about not just the political 
will to agree a policy, but the accountability to sustain that policy 
and implement it effectively. 

The youth- and community-level case study examples and the 
corresponding action areas within this report are all aimed at 
showing ways to encourage decision-makers to make specific 
commitments for the most marginalised – be they international 
rights commitments or national legislative or policy commitments 
– by engaging in formal policy processes, monitoring or using 
accountability structures to build pressure. It is crucial that these 
are used as levers of change. 

ACTION AREA 3: COMMUNITIES ENGAGING DECISION-
MAKERS TO SECURE NEW, SPECIFIC PLEDGES AND 

ACTION FOR THE MOST MARGINALISED 

Youth-led accountability in Uganda

A strong example of an innovative practice to support young people as drivers of change is the collaboration between UNICEF 
U-Report and youth-led development agency Restless Development. U-Report is a free SMS social monitoring tool designed 
to address issues affecting users’ lives. SMS polls and alerts are sent out to U-Reporters and real-time response information is 
collected.

Together, the two partners worked with 40 young people across four districts in Uganda to generate community-level data to 
hold district level decision-makers to account on their health, child marriage and employment commitments. In just 6 months, 
a new ordinance on alcohol was enacted, a bylaw on construction and use of latrines was established and findings were used to 
co-develop an advocacy programme to address child marriage.

This project has the potential to be scaled up and replicated to embed young people at the heart of driving change through 
accountability. From district specific laws to the SDGs, empowering young people and using new technology is a promising 
practice to collect the data needed to harness youth voice and ensure representation.

YOUTH- AND COMMUNITY-LED CHANGE

However, accountability for delivery is often spread across many 
actors and, in many communities, it is not clear who is responsible 
for bringing a change, which can lead to commitments not being 
implemented. Meanwhile, there are companies which regularly put 
their profit before people and feel little need to be accountable to 
the communities in which they work, or skew their accountability 
process towards their shareholders. 

One way to tackle this is to advocate for specific commitments 
for which decision-makers can be held to account, which are made 
to community members, or youth activists. This way, individual 
leaders can be clearly identified as having committed to certain 
actions – and can be held to account for this at a later date. For 

example, in 2017, 100 Million youth campaigners in Sweden 
invited their representatives to hear their demands for better-
funded quality education worldwide, with 20% of politicians and 
three government ministers going into schools to meet students on 
the issue. This nationwide campaign resulted in an agreement that 
Sweden would prioritise global education financing –particularly 
for girls. After a follow-up meeting between youth campaigners 
and parliamentarians, the government increased its support to the 
Global Partnership for Education by over 30% for 2018-2020. 
This success has led them to continue their campaign to advocate 
for the rights of young people recently resettled in Sweden to 
receive their right to quality education.
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This example, and the Safe Schools Declaration, both show the 
power that young people can bring to bear on their leaders if they 
use the combination of a creating a specific pledge or declaration as 
a tool to hold them to account, and combining it with high profile 
public campaigning. 

100 Million hopes these examples will inspire young leaders to 
use the Every Child Community Charter to put pressure on their 
leaders to sign this – and use it to hold them to account for specific 
community-level identified priorities. 

Young people get UK leaders to sign the Safe Schools Declaration and commit to taking action

Thousands of young people across the UK joined together with the national Send My Friend to School campaign to take action as 
part of the #MakeSchoolsSafe campaign. 

Then Foreign Secretary, Boris Johnson, announced that the UK will sign the Safe Schools Declaration during the 25th 
Commonwealth Heads of Government meeting hosted in London in 2018.

The signing of the declaration was a huge positive step forward in the drive to #MakeSchoolsSafe. Hundreds of schools joined the 
Send My Friend campaign and amplified the campaign’s message through social media and online action, and a joint statement was 
released by Campaign Champions – all of which contributed to MPs debating the campaign in parliament.

The Safe Schools Declaration is an international political commitment made by countries to do more to protect schools during 
armed conflict. By signing, the UK became the 74th country to endorse the declaration.

“The signing of the declaration today is a huge positive step forward for the 246 million children experiencing some form of school violence 
– I have been campaigning alongside thousands of young people across the UK to #MakeSchoolsSafe because no child should be denied 
the right to education.”
Lily Stevens, Send My Friend Campaign Champion, aged 14, Alun School, North Wales. 

Schools across the country followed up by creating paper safety signs for the Prime Minister to ensure the UK government 
implements the Safe Schools Declaration, encourages other countries to sign up, and puts into practice other vital school safety 
measures throughout its aid programmes across the world.

Taken from: https://www.sendmyfriend.org/2018/04/uk-signs-safe-schools-declaration/ 
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Send My Friend to School is a member of 100 Million UK, 
and brought young people to a 100 Million event at the UK 
Parliament to discuss child labour and what they can do to end it.

Image courtesy of the 100 Million campaign.
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Too often public resources do not serve those who most 
need them – often because the more powerful individuals 
in communities set policies and budgets in their own 
favour. Policy is generally made by a small elite, which 
can lead to the inequitable distribution of government 
resources. Wealthier communities, who are best placed to 
cope without them, then receive better access to services 
than the most marginalised communities, meaning that 
the children in these communities are less likely to have 
access to water, sanitation, education, and healthcare – 
with deadly results. 

When local policies do focus on the most excluded children, this 
is often done as an act of charity rather than justice. But ending 
extreme child marginalisation and exclusion means ending a 
fundamental injustice which has been done to them – as such, 
it is not a gesture of charity, it is an act of justice. Children’s and 
young people’s human rights start at birth and should be protected; 
whether or not governments – as the primary duty bearers for our 
rights – are doing so is measured in the use of public policies and 
resources directed to the greater public good, including meeting 
their needs through public services.

Making policies and budgets work for the most excluded means 
challenging processes and those who run them, ensuring that 
those effected – especially young people – are actively involved 
and consulted in the processes, and by building more accountable 
governance and inclusive institutions. 

Particular attention must be paid to budgets, as the most 
marginalised are unlikely to be able to scrutinise the delivery of 
funds. For instance, in education, it is often the poorest who most 
miss out, both when governments make allocations, and then in 
their eventual spending. If funds are actually allocated at national 
or local level, they are regularly not reaching schools. This is most 
notable outside of large urban centres, with rural communities 
regularly complaining about the non-transfer of resources 
allocated. This can leave families struggling to cover the costs.80 

Together, these challenges can lead to large equity gaps in public 
expenditure.

Ensuring public services meet the needs of the most excluded 
means doing a much better job of planning around their needs – by 
ensuring public budgets and resources genuinely target them, and 
then ensuring these are delivered and are meeting the needs. 

There must be much tighter system control and better oversight 
of governance. Areas which should be considered include effective 
decentralisation, including fiscal decentralisation, and empowering 
local authorities. Ensuring effective scrutiny of the budget and 

80. See country case study in GEMR, 2017. Accountability in Education: 
Meeting our Commitments. Op. cit.

oversight by all members of the community effected is crucial. 
Taking action to ensure budgets are transparent, and to make 
sure funds can be tracked by communities can help to ensure 
that resources are converted into real delivery on the ground.81 

This includes social accountability strategies which try to improve 
institutional performance by bolstering both citizen engagement 
and the public responsiveness of states and corporations.82 

Action is needed across all government services to stop 
marginalised communities being excluded; however, this section 
focuses on education, as equitable education is a particularly 
effective method for ensuring marginalised children are included. 

Public education can be a tool of inclusion. 
Every girl, boy, woman and man is entitled to a good quality 
education – yet millions are denied that right, whether through 
being excluded from school or from the poor quality of education 
they receive. This has a devastating impact on marginalised children 
– it changes their whole future. Unable to read or write, they will 
work in the lowest paid jobs, if at all, with less ability to support their 
families, and ultimately with shorter life expectancy. The world has 
already ensured 5 out of every 6 children are in school, and the 
policies and resources exist to provide education for the last one – 
governments must simply decide if they truly want to leave no-one 
behind.

Tackling this extreme exclusion in education is a matter of urgency 
on several counts. If children are excluded from education 
and denied the possibility of learning to read or write, they 
are simultaneously robbed of the opportunity to access other 
rights – for example, their employment opportunities or ability 
to participate in civic affairs later in life. It restricts their full 
participation in society, exacerbating exclusion, and perpetuates 
generational poverty. Addressing the profound discrimination 
and disadvantage faced by many of the world’s poorest children 
through addressing the inequality gaps in education should be a 
strategy for all governments. 

Education – of good quality, and at least up to the minimum age 
of employment – is critical to ending child labour, halting child 
marriage, keeping children safe, and greater inclusion of the most 
marginalised children and young people into communities.83 

National and local governments must ensure a good quality public 
education for all; young people must be empowered to demand 
their rights through education; and communities must monitor 

81. Global Campaign for Education, 2016. Financing Matters: a toolkit on 
domestic financing for education. https://www.campaignforeducation.org/docs/
resources/GCE%20Financing_Matters_EN_WEB.pdf 

82. Fox, A., 2015. Social Accountability: What Does the Evidence Really 
Say? World Development, Volume 72, 346-361. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
worlddev.2015.03.011

83. GEMR, 2010. Reaching the Marginalised. https://unesdoc.unesco.org/
ark:/48223/pf0000186606 

ACTION AREA 4. CAMPAIGNING FOR ALL MARGINALISED 
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exclusion and school inclusivity. Only through these steps will it 
be possible to unleash the liberating qualities of education for all.

Education must be of high quality to address child exclusion. 
If governments wish education to contribute to an equal society, 
then they must ensure quality education not only reaches 
marginalised children, but also that it is appropriate for their needs. 

The transformative nature of education does not flow automatically 
once the provision of education is expanded. To unlock this, 
education must be high quality, available equitably, designed and 
built to tackle discrimination, and enable the understanding of 
human rights. 

High quality and equitable education, at the most fundamental 
level, must be free, universal, publicly provided, and adequately 
and equitably funded, with well-supported teachers, strong state 
systems and accountability through public oversight. At the heart 
of quality education in every country in the world are trained 
teachers – research has proven this time and time again.84 This 
makes investment in teachers a vital strategy: governments must 
invest in better training, improve teachers’ working conditions, 
and raise salaries to ensure there are enough qualified teachers 
for every child, regardless of background. Sadly, this is far from 
reality for too many children, especially the poorest and most 
vulnerable. Where they do have access to school, they are often 
left in crammed schoolrooms, with teachers who are undertrained, 

84. Global Campaign for Education and Education International, 2013. 
Every Child Needs a Teacher: Closing the Trained Teacher Gap. https://www.
campaignforeducation.org/docs/reports/ECNAT%20Report_RGB.pdf

under-supported, and underpaid. The level of learning as a result is 
low. Poor families (or the children themselves) who are struggling 
to survive, soon begin to question the value of making sacrifices 
to educate their children, and often pull them out of education 
entirely as a result. 

Education must be free and inclusive to fight exclusion.
Fee-free education is crucial to tackle exclusion. It gives every child 
a chance to succeed, not just those with parents who can afford to 
pay for it. Yet many countries, even those which have promised 
free education on paper, continue to charge fees at the school-
level, or have policies which require buying of books and uniforms, 
or contributions to schools, which can put education costs out of 
reach for the very poorest families. Those children without family 
are almost entirely excluded by the high costs of education.

The successful implementation of targeted interventions to address 
the specific needs of the most marginalised is also critical to making 
school more inclusive. Chronic malnutrition, illness, material 
deprivation, low parental support, and other deprivations associated 
with poverty all undermine early development of many of the most 
excluded,85 making it vital to ensure that schools have the right 
kinds of services to include all: for instance, a lack of sanitation and 
water facilities have been shown to have a large impact on girls going 
to school.86 Similarly, classrooms can compound discrimination in 
the wider community through teaching methods or materials. For 
instance, it is estimated that as much as 40% of the global school-
going population may be being taught in a language they don’t 
speak at home.87

85. World Bank, 2018. Op. cit. Spotlight 2 box, p.32

86. Ibid.

87. Walter, S. and Benson, C., 2012. Language policy and medium of instruction 
in formal education. In Spolsky, B. (ed), the Cambridge Handbook of Language 
Policy, 278-300. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511979026 

The power of one marginalised voice can effect change worldwide

Three generations of Devli Kumari’s family had been slaves in the stone quarries of Haryana, India, living and dying without ever 
learning about or seeing the outside world, until she and 112 others were rescued by Bachpan Bachao Andolan (BBA – Save the 
Childhood Movement) in 2004.

“I started working at the age of five. I used to break bigger rocks into smaller ones. My sisters and I used to load rocks into trucks along 
with everyone else... We had never seen a banana or any fruit. When we were first given a banana after being rescued, we ate it without 
peeling it off. We had never seen paper and didn’t know anything beyond the stone quarry and the work there... It was only when we were 
rescued that we understood what it means to be free.”

After the rescue, Devli went to Balika Ashram, a centre run by BBA in Delhi, where she learned to read and write and after staying 
there for a year, she went back home and joined the local school. 

Seeing other children out of school in her community she was able to take action was able to help 15 marginalised children in her 
community enrol in school. 

In 2009, aged 11, she met decision-makers at a UN event and successfully challenged them to act:

“If I, as a girl, could enrol 15, is it not possible for all the world leaders to enrol all children into schools?”

Adapted from: https://www.campaignforeducation.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/The-Big-Read-en.pdf
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Using education as a tool to fight exclusion also requires greater 
investment and equality in early childhood care and education, 
as it supports children to make the most of their educational 
opportunities when they enter school. Thirty percent of children 
under 5 in developing countries are physically stunted, typically 
due to chronic malnutrition;88 yet the first five years of a child’s 
life are the most critical time for learning. 85% of a child’s brain 
develops by age 5, before a child even enters school.89 These 
children arrive at school already severely disadvantaged. This 
exclusion can be stopped through greater early childhood provision 
of services which support learning, such as early years education, 
health and nutrition programmes. 

Communities need to engage in getting all children 
into school and monitoring education delivery by the 
government. 
Of course, getting all children into school is going to require more 
than just supplying a school in every local community – even if this 
is of high quality.

In many communities the most excluded need active outreach. 
Tragically, in some cultures, children with disabilities are hidden, as 
they are perceived to be a bad omen or punishment for ‘wrong-
doing’ in the family. This can act in a way which perpetuates 
discrimination – sometimes leading families to hide away their 
disabled child, rather than actively seeking to engage them in 
mainstream community activities, such as going to the local 
school. Community-based rehabilitation (CBR) programmes have 
a particular role to play in ensuring children with a disability can go 
to school. The idea of CBR is to support communities so they can 
assume responsibility for ensuring that all their members, including 
those with disabilities, are given equal access to locally available 
resources and participate fully in the economic, social and political 
life of the community.90

In the community, young people, including organised student 
bodies, have a particularly crucial role in working towards ensuring 
that their schools are open and welcoming, and advocating for 
those left out of school. As students they should have a say in how 
their schools and education systems more generally operate, and 
as citizens they are able to raise awareness and gain support from 
their parents. But it is also vital to ensure those not in school are 
able to identify the kinds of strategies which would support them 
to go to school.

At the school level, the involvement of parents and carers, 
alongside student representatives, in school governance and 
decision-making – whether in statutory bodies such as School 
Management Committees (SMCs) or in more informal structures 
such as Parent Teacher Associations (PTAs) – can help make 
schools more accessible to all. Too often, however, these structures 
are dominated by a local elite rather than being representative of all 
interests – particularly excluding parents with low levels of literacy, 

88. Ibid.

89. Global Campaign for Education, 2012. Rights from the Start: Early Childhood 
Care and Education. https://www.campaignforeducation.org/en/2012/10/02/
rights-from-the-start-early-childhood-care-and-education-global-campaign-for-
education-2012/ 

90. Global Campaign for Education and Handicap International, 2013. Equal 
Right, Equal Opportunity: Inclusive Education for Children with Disabilities. 
https://www.campaignforeducation.org/en/2013/06/29/equal-right-equal-
opportunity-inclusive-education-for-children-with-disabilities-global-campaign-
for-education-and-handicap-international-2013/ 

who may be intimidated. Such interventions need to be fully 
cognisant of local power and politics, as well as gender inequalities, 
and commitments to inclusion at SMC- and PTA-level are an 
important step. 
 

The role of teachers and the community in tackling 
child labour and getting all children into school

Teachers and communities have a very significant role 
in stamping out child labour and bringing the excluded 
into classrooms. The Uganda National Teachers’ Union 
(UNATU), supported by the international federation of 
teacher unions, Education International (EI), aims to tackle 
child labour and support education unions in training school 
leaders and teachers to organise awareness-raising activities. 
These are directed at local political leaders, community and 
religious chiefs, parents and education stakeholders, and 
advocate for additional funding for education. First and 
foremost, however, the aim is to equip teachers with the 
skills to tackle child labour, then to attack the things which 
keep vulnerable and excluded children out of school. 

Teachers and the community help to identify what is keeping 
children out of schools. The cost of education was one area 
identified, with community support given to the poorest 
children. Teachers also identified factors in the classroom 
such as water, hygiene and food that are challenges. The 
parent-teacher associations and school clubs – comprising 
pupils and teachers – monitor school attendance and visit 
parents whose children have missed out. This has helped 
change the mindsets of parents towards education and child 
labour.

This programme has shown how teachers and communities 
can work together to bring about positive change in their 
community. In one participating primary school, the school 
population has risen by 13% and, two months into the new 
school year, not a single child has dropped out.

Adapted from: https://ei-ie.org/en/detail/14810/child-
labour-uganda%E2%80%99s-teachers-are-crucial-
agents-of-positive-change 
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Communities need to make sure that the poorest families 
can support their children and send them to school, not to 
work, and keep them healthy and nourished. 

Currently, an estimated 385 million children live in extreme 
poverty, at rates much higher than those among adults.91 Both 
governments and companies have a critical role to play in limiting 
the kinds of extreme poverty which can be a driver of extreme child 
marginalisation and exclusion. 

Governments must put in place safety nets to address 
extreme child poverty. 
To end the exclusion of any child, governments need to support 
the world’s poorest families through ‘social protection’ policies. 
Social protection aims to protect and support those who are poor 
and vulnerable and can take many different forms, such as social 
insurance to protect against unemployment or ill-health, or social 
assistance when resources are transferred to vulnerable individuals 
or households. The ILO calls for a universal social protection floor, 
which also includes access to basic healthcare, as well as nutritional 
interventions in lower-income countries (including school meals). 
This level of protection for the poorest is vital to building more 
inclusive societies, tackling growing economic inequality, and 
tackling extreme poverty.92

Cash transfer schemes (or the equivalent in the form of in-kind 
benefits, such as nutritional or health interventions) provide 
protection for citizens and help to ensure the poorest get a boost 
to their incomes, potentially by as much as their regular earnings.93 
It is for this reason they are often called ‘basic incomes’. These 
cash transfers, benefits, or basic incomes, have been shown to be 
particularly useful in supporting the poorest and most excluded 
children.94 

91. Save the Children, 2018. Op. cit.

92. For a summary of evidence see: ILO, 2017. World Social Protection Report, 
2017-2019: Universal social protection to achieve the Sustainable Development 
Goals. https://www.ilo.org/global/publications/books/WCMS_604882/lang--en/
index.htm 

93. Especially when financed or co-financed by progressive taxes, with good 
targeting. See Bastagli, F., 2015. Bringing Taxation into Social Protection Analysis 
and Planning, Working Paper 421, Overseas Development Institute (ODI). 
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-documents/10387.pdf 

94. See ILO, 2017. Ending child labour by 2025: A review of policies and 
programmes. Op. cit.

Cash transfers can be conditional or unconditional; that is, they 
can require households to fulfil certain conditions in order to be 
eligible for benefits, or they can make these benefits available 
without any conditions. The extensive evidence shows that 
conditional cash transfers have a strong impact on reducing child 
labour and support them going to school. There is also some 
evidence that they may help mitigate early child marriage.95 When 
these schemes are run by a government as a large-scale public 
service intervention, they can make societies fairer by pooling risk 
between the healthy and sick, the rich and poor, to build a better 
society for all.96 Social protection should be transformative – doing 
more than just protecting against vulnerabilities on a small scale by 
helping to tackle power imbalances in society and support equity 
and empowerment. 

The Brazilian Bolsa Família is a government social welfare programme. 
Bolsa Família provides cash transfers to poor Brazilian families; if 
they have children, families must ensure that the children attend 
school and are  vaccinated. If they exceed the total of permitted 
school absences, they are dropped from the programme and their 
funds are suspended.97 Approximately 13.7 million Brazilian families 
receive financial assistance from Bolsa Familia.98 One recent study 
found that it increases school attendance and advancement, and 
has improved child weight, vaccination rates, and use of pre-natal 
care.99 Despite some concerning language around the use of Bolsa 
Familia by the current Brazilian government, the programme 
remains funded.

Working across many sectors is central to tackling extreme 
exclusion and realising rights.
Some strategies – often called ‘child-sensitive’ social protection – 
focus explicitly on tackling the extreme exclusion of children and 
realising their rights. Well-designed child-sensitive social protection 
systems can mitigate the effects of poverty on families and enhance 
access to basic services for the poorest and most marginalised. This 

95. Ibid.

96. ILO, 2015. Social protection for all to change people’s lives by 2030. www.ilo.
org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_405766/lang--en/index.htm 

97. Decree nº 5.209, de 17 de setembro de 2004 – Regulates a Law-010.836-
2004 – Bolsa Família Program. 

98. Brazilian Ministry of Social Development, 2018. http://mds.gov.br/area-de-
imprensa/noticias/2018/junho/bolsa-familia-beneficia-mais-de-13-7-milhoes-de-
familias-em-junho 

99. International Food Policy Research Institute, 2010. http://www.ifpri.org/news-
release/study-finds-bolsa-familia-children-healthier-doing-better-school 

“I have been very strongly advocating that poverty must not be used as an excuse to continue child labour and exploitation of  children. Child 
labour perpetuates poverty. Child labour creates poverty. If  the children are deprived from education, then they are bound to remain poor for the 

whole of  their life. It’s a triangular relationship between child labour, poverty and illiteracy.”
Kailash Satyarthi, Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech 2014

ACTION AREA 5. NO FAMILY SHOULD BE SO POOR THEIR 
CHILDREN HAVE TO WORK TO SURVIVE – GOVERNMENTS 
MUST PROVIDE SAFETY NETS, ENFORCE DECENT WAGES 
AND WORKING CONDITIONS, AND BUSINESSES SHOULD 

PROVIDE A ‘LIVING WAGE’
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includes protecting children’s rights as well as ensuring that all 
children have a voice in their families, schools and communities.100 
Since many at-risk children live outside family care, child-sensitive 
social protection systems must also be responsive to this vulnerable 
group, as well as to children facing abuse or discrimination at home. 
It means these children can focus on learning, without hunger or 
work undermining their ability and wellbeing, and can access vital 
health care to keep them healthy. They must also take meaningful, 
practical steps, starting at the local level, to seek out and take into 
account the views and perspectives of children and their caregivers 
on the design and impacts of policies and programmes.101 

This is true of many of the social services and programmes that 
seek to address the needs of the most excluded and exploited 
children: evidence shows that tackling child exclusion holistically, 
and transforming entrenched attitudes and behaviours, requires 

100. Jones, N. and Holmes, R., 2015. Tackling child vulnerabilities through 
social protection: lessons from West and Central Africa. Overseas Development 
Institute (ODI). Background Note. https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-
assets/publications-opinion-files/6034.pdf 

101. Global Coalition to End Child Poverty, 2017. Briefing Paper: Child-sensitive 
Social Protection. http://www.endchildhoodpoverty.org/publications-feed/2017/11
/1/9v61mcxy3mw336oilgamomko1p12it 

a coordinated, multi-sectoral approach, which focuses on 
establishing the means and mechanisms whereby local authorities 
– including schools, health centres, the police and the judiciary 
– act coherently to prevent and respond to child exploitation 
and exclusion. For instance, tackling child marriage must include 
legal reform and enforcement; access to quality education 
and sexual and reproductive health information and services; 
promoting empowerment; and changing harmful social attitudes.102 
Nationally, government ministries often work in isolation. But this 
makes no sense at community level. It is no use schools targeting a 
programme of inclusion for child labourers, or health centres 
tacking the outcomes of violence against children if, for example, 
police stations are not child-friendly places; as a result, this can put 
children off reporting cases of abuse, or adults may feel they will 
not be listened to against the power of a local business leader when 
reporting use of child labour.

102. Human Rights Watch, 2015. Ending Child Marriage in Africa. https://www.
hrw.org/news/2015/12/09/ending-child-marriage-africa#_ftnref4 

Community social protection groups in Bangladesh 

Social Protection Groups (SPGs), run by Plan International in Bangladesh, have a mandate is to prevent gender-based violence 
in all its forms at the source – in the community. It brings together government, private sector, and civil society: political leaders 
(the President of the Union Parishad – the local community council – and various other UP functionaries, who are elected officials 
akin to the mayor and the city council), social workers, the marriage registrars, the village doctors, local elites, and, importantly, 
student representatives under the age of 18. It seeks to create awareness about the problem of gender-based violence and helps 
generate local solutions to address it. All parts of the community come together and agree to own both the problem and the 
solutions. 

Plan and its community-based partners help establish, train, and build the capacity of these groups. Courses cover the causes of 
GBV and prevention tools and mechanisms.
 
In Patiya, which is a sub-district (or upazila) of Chittagong, the UP leadership is making budget allocations to continue to support 
SPG activities beyond the life of the project, including a special fund to help domestic violence survivors and providing financing 
for a variety of awareness-raising events. While SPGs don’t work equally well everywhere, all of those which been set up and are 
still functioning, are working to raise their game (a competition for best SPG is helping to motivate by appealing to civic pride), 
and generally moving towards local funding. Plan will be undertaking more in-depth studies of the model’s impact and will evaluate 
the elements linked to SPG performance. The objective is to better understand how to improve their performance, enhance local 
ownership of the initiative, and scale up these social accountability mechanisms elsewhere.

Adapted from: https://www.planusa.org/owning-the-problem 
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Tackling child labour and extreme poverty through decent 
work for adults.
A lack of decent work103 for adults and young people of legal working 
age is a clear driver of child labour and poverty. Rigorous action to 
stamp out extreme child exploitation and poverty requires paying 
living wages to families and providing decent work. 

For instance, a lack of decent, stable jobs, especially when adults 
are involved in precarious work, means that child labour is used by 
families to shield them against extreme poverty and, often, to simply 
survive. For instance, many export-oriented garment factories in 
Bangladesh, which supply major companies in developing counties, 
have greatly reduced their use of child labour as a result of public 
and consumer pressure. However, this is not enough to stop child 
exploitation. One report found that the families who work in 
these factories still have large numbers of their children in child 
labour: they are now just working outside of the factories in the 
supply chains of the multinational companies. This continuation 
of child labour is a direct consequence of the low wages in the 
export-oriented garment industry. By preventing adult workers 
from receiving a living wage, the buying and supplying companies 
are contributing to a system that perpetuates child labour and 
violations of children’s rights.

Companies, especially multinational companies which are making 
huge profits from exploiting global supply chains, have a moral 
duty to ensure they pay decent wages and ensure good working 
conditions for workers; this involves scrutinising their whole supply 
chain. Companies have been pushing down wages and conditions, 
setting the stage for child labour and exploitation for far too long.104 
All companies are obliged to help work towards realising ‘Decent 
Work and Economic Growth’ under Goal 8 of the SDGs. 

Rural communities and economies need particular help to build 
more vibrant economics that can provide decent work. Agriculture 
accounts for over 70% of child labour, with children extensively 
used as unpaid labour in family farms and enterprises (i.e. in 
family businesses or very small-scale businesses). Typically, these 
families depend on the additional income that their children’s work 
generates, or the family enterprise depends on their work in order 
to function. This is often due to produce prices being squeezed 
by supply chains, or families struggling to make ends meet in 
decaying rural economies, with little government investment in 
them.105 These basic facts underscore the importance of improving 
rural livelihoods and the functioning of small family farms and 
enterprises in order to reduce family dependence on child labour. 
Large international corporations who use family farming in their 
supply chains, such as the cocoa industry, must work particularly 
hard to pay their farmers decent wages to stem the use of child 
labour.

Where this is not happening, governments must legally enforce 
living wages and decent work for adults: governments have been 
doing far too little, for far too long, to control companies’ rampant 
search for profits – at all costs. 

103. See the following ILO definition of decent work: https://www.ilo.org/global/
topics/sdg-2030/lang--en/index.htm 

104. Oxfam, 2018. Reward Work, Not Wealth. https://policy-practice.oxfam.org.
uk/publications/reward-work-not-wealth-to-end-the-inequality-crisis-we-must-
build-an-economy-fo-620396 

105. In two-thirds of countries in Asia and the Pacific children are engaged in 
farming, where they can be subject to long hours, poor working conditions and 
exposed to harmful chemical or biological agents. Taken from ILO, 2017. Op. cit.

In many countries, the minimum wage is not enough to live on. For 
instance, according to one estimate, the Ghanaian minimum wage 
is four times lower than the wage required to be a living wage.106 
So, governments must set a minimum wage that is a ‘living wage’, 
that reduces in-work poverty.107 Secondly, they must also setting 
and monitoring labour rights in industries, setting clear labour laws, 
and then employing more labour inspectors to guarantee these are 
being met. 108 

The widespread use of child labour and weak labour rights of 
adults also undermines the opportunities for adult employment 
and can drive down wages across a whole sector. Anecdotal (and 
historical109) evidence suggests that where child labour is stamped 
out it may lead to higher wages for adults. Work that delivers a 
living wage and security in the workplace for adults means that 
households do not have to resort to child labour to meet basic 
needs or to deal with economic uncertainty. It can also support 
better working conditions for the children of today, in later life: 
in Brazil, entry into the workforce before age 13 has been shown 
to lead to a reduction in future adult wages of 13-20%.110 In other 
words, creating decent work for adults and young people of legal 
working age is a win-win situation – it boosts adult wages, tackles 
child labour, and ensures that extreme family poverty does not act 
as a driver of other forms of child exclusion (such as exclusion from 
education or child marriage, both of which have been shown to be 
a driver of family poverty).111 Despite this argument having clear 
evidence behind it, political rhetoric in a handful of countries – 
including Brazil and the United States – is beginning to question 
child labour laws, on false notions that it ‘does no harm’ and teaches 
children a ‘work ethic’. In 2014, Bolivia reduced the age at which 
children can begin to work, from 14 to just 10 years old. Citizens 
must be vigilant – this is a fight that is not yet won.

 

106. The Global Living Wage Coalition, 2017. Living Wage Report Ghana Lower 
Volta Area: Context Provided in the Banana Sector. https://www.isealalliance.org/
sites/default/files/resource/2017-12/LivingWageReport_Ghana.pdf 

107. See Oxfam and Development Finance International, 2017: Commitment to 
Reducing Inequality Index for a summary of evidence around the links between 
minimum wages and poverty. https://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/
the-commitment-to-reducing-inequality-index-a-new-global-ranking-of-
governments-620316 

108. OECD, 2012. Economic Policy Reforms 2012: Going for Growth. https://
www.oecd-ilibrary.org/economics/economic-policy-reforms-2012_growth-2012-
en 

109. ILO, 2017. Ending child labour by 2025: A review of policies and 
programmes. Op. cit.

110. International Monetary Fund (IMF), 2003. The Implications of Child Labor 
for Adult Wages, Income and Poverty: Retrospective Evidence from Brazil. 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/247904326_The_Implications_of_
Child_Labor_for_Adult_Wages_Income_and_Poverty_Retrospective_Evidence_
from_Brazil 

111. ILO, 2017. Ending child labour by 2025: A review of policies and programmes. 
Op. cit.30
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The number of children on the move, including 
unaccompanied and separated children, has grown 
substantially in the past decade. 

Whether they are labelled as ‘migrants’, ‘refugees’, or ‘stateless’, 
there are numerous threats that are be faced for children on the 
move – in their home countries, in transit, and at their destination. 
Urgently protecting these children is of vital importance, but so 
too is addressing the root causes of what forces them to flee. 

Building peaceful societies with young people at their heart 
to counter enduring conflict.
Governments, supported by the international community, must 
build more peaceful societies - as they committed to do as 
signatories to the SDG compact.112 The levels of violence some 
children face in their lifetimes cannot go on. Today, after more than 
eight years of brutal conflict in Syria, millions of children have 
never known peace; instead, a generation of Syrian children have 
only known a savage conflict, in which fighting has been conducted 
without any mercy. Tens of thousands of children have been killed; 
millions more have fled their homes, often living in refugee camps 
for so long that they know no other life. Many have lost out on the 
vital education they need to achieve their dreams and ambitions, 
and thousands more children have been trafficked, or ‘lost’ along 
the way. These children will struggle with the trauma they have 
experienced for the rest of their lives. They need protection and 
support to help them secure their rights, such as to a good quality 
education and, in the longer-term, they and their families need 
help to build new lives and livelihoods. 

But children and young people also need the wars to stop in the 
first place, and they need to know and experience peace, so they 
can help to collectively build a more peaceful future, in a world 
where resources are becoming ever scarcer, and the challenges 
ever-greater for humanity to peacefully co-exist. 

The total value of the global arms trade in 2017 was at least 
$95bn,113 with real figures likely to be far higher. The 2019 Global 
Peace Index114 found that the economic impact of violence to the 
global economy in 2018 was $14.1 trillion. That’s equivalent to 
11.2% of all the world’s economic activity, or $5 per day for every 

112. Goal 16 commits the international community to building “peaceful and just 
societies”. See: https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/peace-justice/ 

113.  Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), 2018. Military 
Expenditure Database, 2018 release. https://www.sipri.org/ A

114. Index is available here: http://visionofhumanity.org/app/uploads/2019/06/
GPI-2019-web003.pdf

person on the planet.115 War creates huge profits for some, at the 
cost of the lives and futures of children.
 
World leaders need to act together to stop conflict areas being 
flooded with weapons and to enact a more responsible and better-
regulated global arms trade, through adhering to the Arms Trade 
Treaty (ATT)116, and work towards building political pressure to end 
proxy wards, and towards securing lasting peace agreements. 

The Guiding Principles on Young People’s 
Participation in Peacebuilding

Programmes that put young people at the heart of 
conversations about peace are vital and must include those 
most impacted by it. Youth activists for peace have the 
knowledge about what works best for them, this includes: 
creating spaces for youths to express their opinions; 
enhancing peace-building knowledge and skills of young 
people; supporting young people to grow their capabilities 
and opportunities to work with local and national 
governments in finding solutions for peace; building trust 
between young people and governments; promoting 
intergenerational exchange; and supporting young people 
to positively contribute to their community. 

The Guiding Principles on Young People’s Participation in 
Peacebuilding,117 launched in 2014, with a supplementary 
practice note launched in 2016, offer concrete guidance 
to key stakeholders on meaningful youth engagement in 
conflict or transition settings while recognising the positive 
role young people can play in peacebuilding.

115. All figures quoted here, including this, are calculated using purchasing power 
parity (PPP). The amount cited by the authors of the Global Peace Index states 
this is $1,853 for every person annually.

116. http://www.thearmstradetreaty.org/index.php/en/ 

117. The Guiding Principles on Young People’s Participation in Peacebuilding, 2014. 
http://www.sfcg.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/Guiding-Principles_EN.pdf. 
Practice Note, 2016. http://unoy.org/wp-content/uploads/Practice-Note-Youth-
Peacebuilding-January-2016.pdf

ACTION AREA 6. COMMUNITIES MUST WORK TOWARDS 
FINDING SOLUTIONS TO PEACE, AND WORK TO 

MITIGATE AND PREVENT CLIMATE DISASTER; YOUNG 
PEOPLE MUST BE SUPPORTED TO BECOME LEADERS IN 

PEACEBUILDING AND RISK PREVENTION

YOUTH- AND COMMUNITY-LED CHANGE

EVERY CHILD,EVERY COM
M

UNITY: Youth activism
 to end child exclusion and m

arginalisation 

31

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/peace-justice/
https://www.sipri.org/
http://visionofhumanity.org/app/uploads/2019/06/GPI-2019-web003.pdf
http://visionofhumanity.org/app/uploads/2019/06/GPI-2019-web003.pdf
http://www.thearmstradetreaty.org/index.php/en/
http://www.sfcg.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/Guiding-Principles_EN.pdf
http://unoy.org/wp-content/uploads/Practice-Note-Youth-Peacebuilding-January-2016.pdf
http://unoy.org/wp-content/uploads/Practice-Note-Youth-Peacebuilding-January-2016.pdf


It is vital that young people are included more in the process of 
peacebuilding, especially in a world with growing youth populations 
in some of the world’s poorest countries; when young people 
are excluded from power, especially in these turbulent political 
times, their growing sense of alienation and disenfranchisement 
can become expressed through joining reactionary and regressive 
movements, as evidenced by young people joining terrorist groups 
such as Al-Shabaab or Boko Haram due to ‘real or perceived 
exclusion’.118 If we don’t hear the cries for change from young 
people, especially those most marginalised and excluded, we risk 
losing them to movements which actively undermine the hard-won 
battles that have established concepts of basic human rights for all, 
and we risk building even less peace, not more, in the world.

Youth activism on climate disaster must be acted upon by 
governments.
Unprecedented youth climate protests have been taking place 
all around the world, inspired and supported by Swedish youth 
activist Greta Thunberg. Her weekly ‘Fridays for Future’ strikes 
outside the Swedish parliament have motivated children and young 
people on every continent to take action. This is not a disaster 
waiting to happen: climate disaster has already forced millions of 
children to flee their homes, and the global community must heed 
the demands of young people to prevent millions more lives being 
irreversibly damaged. 

Given that the impact is already being felt, and insufficient action 
is being taken to prevent it, the international community has a 
responsibility to find more lasting solutions to building resilience 
to climate disaster. This will entail giving support to communities 
at risk, with a burden of responsibility on the richest countries of 
the world119 to support poor communities most at risk of increased 
disasters to adapt to changing climates. Initiatives and measures 
to reduce vulnerability to climate change effects are known as 
‘adaptation’; adaptation techniques must also include working with 
young people to help them to become ‘adaptation leaders’ in their 
communities.120 

Taking responsibility for children in conflicts and disaster 
situations.
In situations of disaster or conflict, communities must work to 
protect, support and include children; many need to intervene to 
secure child rights in some situations. In the wake of emergencies, 
children urgently require food, clean water, medicine and shelter. 
They also need strong systems of protection from violence, 
exploitation and abuse. 

When the ‘normal’ rules have been broken, and families are 
forced to leave their homes (often for another country), and a 
government is too weak, non-existent, or struggling with disaster, 
the international community has a responsibility to step in. This 
intervention must deliver child-sensitive humanitarian approaches 

118. Trisko Darden, J., 2019. Tackling Terrorists’ Exploitation of Youth. https://www.
un.org/sexualviolenceinconflict/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/report/tackling-
terrorists-exploitation-of-youth/Tackling-Terrorists-Exploitation-of-Youth.pdf

119. It is widely accepted by most actors, which includes this being established in 
the UN-negotiated multilateral governmental process for climate change, that 
rich countries have caused the majority of the (historical) emissions which have 
led to climate change and therefore must shoulder a larger financial burden of its 
impact (especially in the poorest countries of the world).

120. United Nations Joint Framework Initiative on Children, Youth and Climate 
Change, 2013. Youth in action on climate change: inspirations from around the 
world. https://www.uncclearn.org/learning-resources/library/4143 

in their emergency response, which protect children from violence, 
exploitation and abuse – including through education.121 

It is particularly important for children and young people to be able 
to enjoy safe schools as havens of normality and safety. In times 
of crisis, such as after a conflict or natural disaster, children need 
reliable places where they can continue to learn, play and realise 
their full potential. Schools should be safe spaces where children can 
learn, recover from trauma and be with their friends and teachers – 
the Safe School Declaration122 launched in 2015 acknowledges this 
and asks global leaders to sign up123 to committing to supporting 
safer schools.

Children also need to feel safe in the community in which they 
are living after a disaster or conflict; be that returning to their 
own community – after, for instance, being involved in armed 
conflict as a child solider – or to a new community, if displaced. 
Communities in which they reside need to be safe and nurturing 
places, not spaces to further compound trauma.

121. Nicolai, S., Hine, S., and Wales, J., 2015. Education in emergencies and 
protracted crises: Toward a strengthened response. ODI. https://www.odi.org/
sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/9714.pdf 

122. See the Safe Schools Declaration: http://www.protectingeducation.org/sites/
default/files/documents/safe_schools_declaration-final.pdf 

123. See list of signatories: http://protectingeducation.org/guidelines/support 

Youth involvement in adaptation in Mozambique

Youth groups were actively encouraged to participate in a 
programme to limit the potential impact of climate change 
in Xai-Xai City, Mozambique. 

The UN’s climate change and development progamme 
(CCDARE) supported the local council to understand how 
to adapt their city to mitigate the risk of topsoil erosion, 
resulting from higher rainfall. As well as understanding the 
risks, communities were given techniques to stabilise the 
infrastructure. Young people led a project to protect the 
community by building barrier walls of soil and protective 
plant species, which served to repel mosquitos and snakes as 
well as to create a recreational space. A partnership ensued 
between the local government and the local university to 
integrate this experience into the curriculum.

Adapted from: https://www.uncclearn.org/sites/default/
files/inventory/unfccc287.pdf
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A root cause of the unequal distribution of global wealth 
is that money does not stay with the people who make 
the goods, or in the countries where natural resources are 
found. Tax evasion and capital flight (the rapid outflow of 
assets from a country) are occurring on such a global scale 
that it is difficult to achieve an end to marginalisation 
without deep-rooted, systemic change. 

Countries which are less developed naturally have smaller and 
fewer government services, as they have smaller economies to 
pay for them. But they face a massive double blow as they also 
collect a much smaller percentage of economic activity as tax. The 
countries that are desperately trying to put in place basic health 
and education for all their citizens are prevented from doing so 
because the profits on their natural resources and, increasingly, on 
their labour are taken out of the country, tax-free. 

Corporate tax avoidance, where companies legally (without clearly 
breaking any laws) avoid paying tax by exploiting loopholes in the 
system to artificially lower their tax bills, loses developing countries 
US$200 billion124 every year. This is more than the international 
aid sent annually by all rich countries to developing countries. It 
is four times the amount needed to pay for pre-primary, primary 
and secondary education in low-income countries, or could cover 
well over 50% of the cost of 12 years of education for every child 
in low- and lower-middle-income countries.125 It also represents 
over 50% of the cost of giving every citizen in the world universal 
healthcare by 2030.126

ActionAid has estimated that losses from what the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) deems to be ‘harmful’ or ‘unnecessary’ 
tax incentives offered to large businesses could see developing 
countries losing $138bn a year.127 ActionAid’s research suggested 
that governments in sub-Saharan Africa alone may be losing 
an estimated US$38.6 billion a year, or 2.4% of their GDP, to 
harmful tax incentives. This is equivalent to nearly half (47%) of 
their current education spending. Estimates for individual countries 
highlight the negative impact on domestic revenue raising.128

124. IMF, 2015. Working Paper. https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/wp/2015/
wp15118.pdf 

125. This is based on the rises required from 2015 to 2030 annually, and then 
averaging the amount across all years. The actual amount for low- and lower-
middle-income countries is US$340 billion. See GEMR, 2015, Policy Paper 18: 
Pricing the right to education: The cost of reaching new targets by 2030. https://
unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000232197/PDF/232197eng.pdf.multi 

126. WHO, 2017. www.who.int/en/news-room/detail/17-07-2017-who-estimates-
cost-of-reaching-global-health-targets-by-2030 

127. ActionAid, 2013. Give Us a Break: How Big Companies Are Getting Tax-
Free Deals. https://kenya.actionaid.org/publications/give-us-break-how-big-
companies-are-getting-tax-free-deals 

128. Ibid. 

Tax dodging and capital flight can be down to corruption, or 
collusion with decision-makers to create a legal framework for this 
transfer of resources – ultimately, companies and countries which 
are benefitting from the huge increase in global inequality are at 
the heart of the issue. However, it is always immoral, and the most 
marginalised are paying with their lives. 

More funding from national budgets is required to deliver the kinds 
of public services that prevent and respond to child exclusion – such 
as schools, social protection, and child protection. Governments 
need sustainable and dependable funding for these services rather 
than short-term project interventions, which are insufficient to 
make a serious difference to the most marginalised children. In 
countries where these services are provided, they are usually paid 
for by taxes – and if corporations paid tax in the countries where 
they do business, and were prevented from exporting their profits 
to tax havens, then poorer countries could start to make a serious 
dent in delivering more and better public services.

Priority must be given to ensuring that taxes fall on those most 
able to pay. In countries with high degrees of poverty and large 
informal sectors, addressing the money lost to large multinational 
companies (MNCs) is one way to raise substantial new funds for 
government programmes to end child exploitation and exclusion. 

Young people have a vital role in highlighting the moral case for 
investment in a brighter future for them, and demanding that 
national wealth generated now should be turned into lasting public 
benefit for all.

ACTION AREA 7. A FAIR GLOBAL DEAL FOR 
GOVERNMENTS OF LOW-INCOME COUNTRIES: 

UNLOCKING THE FUNDS FOR ACTION THROUGH 
TAX JUSTICE. 
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The youth-led campaigning network Activista builds 
a moral case for tax justice 

The #taxpower campaign led by the youth campaigning 
group, Activista, aimed to demonstrate the moral outrage 
felt by young people in developing countries as a result of 
the precious public resources haemorrhaging out of their 
countries as a result of multinationals dodging taxes.

The campaign aimed to engage young people in showing a 
positive message about what tax pays for – that is, public 
services which benefit the majority rather than profits 
siphoned off by major corporates, while lining the pockets of 
a few corrupt officials who facilitate this. Youth campaigners 
in each country set their own campaign priorities, in terms 
of the areas in which tax revenues would be most usefully 
spent – some countries campaigned for more national 
resources to go to schools, other hospitals, and so on. 

The #taxpaysfor campaign in Zambia in 2012 focused in on 
the role of one specific company – Zambia Sugar, owned by 
Associated British Foods. 

Working with youth campaigners in the UK, and building 
on the evidence uncovered by ActionAid UK in their report 
‘Sweet Nothings’ – which showed that Zambia Sugar had 
generated profits of $123 million, but admitted paying 
“virtually no corporate tax” in Zambia129 - the Activista 
Zambia network mobilised for the government to take 
action.

Acitivista campaigner Andrew Masiye explains their 
strategy: 

“It was brought to my attention by Action Aid Zambia, the tax 
injustice being practised in Zambia by one of the multinational 
corporation operating in Zambia’s Southern Province of 
Mazabuka, Zambia Sugar Company. Zambia Sugar is owned 
by Associated British Foods, with its headquarters in London.

They are practising tax avoidance which is robbing our nation 
of millions of dollars in taxes. Money that is desperately needed 
by the government to develop the nation and provide a large 
number of social programmes for its people. We conducted a 
“Sugar Free Week” where we were asking people not to buy and 
use Zambia Sugar products for a week. Our persistence with the 
campaigns has started bearing fruit with the introduction of a 
statutory instrument in Zambia meant to curb tax avoidance. 
The government published the Statutory Instrument in both 
the National and Private Print media.”

See Andrew’s blog on their actions, here: www.actionaid.
org.uk/blog/campaigns/2013/11/29/why-i-campaign-for-
tax-justice-in-zambia 

129. See: http://www.actionaid.org/what-we-do/tax-campaign/zambia-sugar-pays-
virtually-no-tax 

Maintaining international aid – and reaching the longstanding 
UN target of spending 0.7% of GDP on aid – remains a critical 
component to achieving long-term, systemic change and sustaining 
emergency and humanitarian response for the most vulnerable. 
However, increasing reliable and long-term domestic resources, 
through tax revenues, will unlock the door to sustainable delivery 
of the public services which can end exclusion – they are vital to 
delivering quality in education and scaling-up long-term and large-
scale social protection measures. This is not only because increased 
tax revenues can help to raise more funds for public education, but 
because they provide long-term predictable funding that can be 
used to fund precious recurrent or operating costs, which cover 
teachers’ salaries (the major item in any education budget) and the 
main costs of social protection (i.e. distributing cash transfers or 
buying nutritional inputs regularly) over the long term. 

“How we [Africa] can organise ourselves to make sure that the 
wealth, the huge wealth of  this great continent, at least, in the first 

time in modern history, is used on behalf  on the peoples of  the 
continent, and not those outside…We are going to have to make sure 
that every young child, boy and girl, has access to education. Not only 
do they have access to education, but they have access to an education 

that will allow them to be able to address the challenges 
of  the 21st century.”

President Akufo-Addo of Ghana speech at the  
Global Partnership for Education’s financing conference

There is powerful evidence that investment in mass education 
and welfare programmes that reduce extreme poverty and the 
instability it can cause are an investment today that bear long-term 
fruit for a nation. Moreover, there is solid evidence that making 
equity an explicit goal of education policy can lead to improving 
educational outcomes across the board. In a number of East Asian 
countries, including Korea, and Japan, all students make it over 
the lowest threshold of learning. What’s more, they made rapid 
progress on delivering both quality and equity in a short space of 
time, and at similar levels of income to many other developing 
countries today.130 Korea is a good example of a country that was 
poorer than Ghana in the 1960s and is now in the G20 because of 
public education and the benefits it realised. This was made possible 
by ambitious levels of funding – the only way such investments can 
be made for many of the world’s poorest nations can be made is for 
companies to pay their fair share of tax. 

Giving the most marginalised children a basic share of global wealth 
through aid is also in everyone’s interest. Extreme poverty causes 
violence and conflict, increases mass migration, worsens health 
outcomes, stifles economic growth. Young people the world over 
know their future will be better if all children are free, safe and 
educated.

130. OECD, 2012. Report on PISA 2012 Results: Excellence through Equity: 
Giving Every Student a Chance to Succeed Volume 2 http://www.oecd.org/pisa/
keyfindings/pisa-2012-results-volume-ii.htm
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We know what the causes of extreme exclusion and 
marginalisation are, and we know the ways to end them 
and create a more just society – there is no mystery. What 
is lacking is the political will to make real and sustained 
change.

We need to dismantle the power relations that stand in the way of 
ending this injustice, and young people have the critical voice to 
do so. 

Youth activists have the power to create changes in the behaviour 
of institutions or organisations through advocacy, negotiation, 
protest, campaigning and raising awareness. To create Every Child 
Communities, young people must campaign for better services 
in their community, push for laws against child labour or child 
violence, tackle companies’ bad practice in the community, lobby 
local leaders to become Every Child Community advocates, and 
take to the streets to demand change. 

NGOs have a vital solidarity and support role to play in the building 
of a powerful movement of young people. However, there can be 
an over-emphasis on appealing for funds, instead of explaining 
the political choices that create the marginalisation in the first 
place. There has also been a reliance on using young spokespeople 
in a tokenistic way – within NGOs but also in national, regional 
and global political fora – instead of supporting long-established 
democratic organisations which represent millions of young people. 
Change is more likely to be achieved when all those who want to 
see an end to child marginalisation get behind the fight together 
for justice and change that affected young people are leading. 

A young world: a source of hope for a better future.
The world has never been so young. Globally over 1.8 billion people 
are between the ages 10 and 24 – the largest generation of young 
people that has ever lived, and most of them live in less developed 
countries.131 How young people respond and act in shaping the 
world holds the key to making a profound impact on humanity, the 
planet, and their own futures. 

This generation is already playing an important role in transforming 
and shaping more just, equitable and sustainable societies, 
increasingly expressing their burning need for change.132 From the 
students demanding their rights in the Arab Spring, to the young 
people at the forefront of anti-corruption movement in South 
Africa, to the US high school students building the ‘March For Our 

131. UNFPA data 2019. 

132.  ‘Youthquake’ was chosen as the word of the year by the Oxford English 
dictionary in light of the importance of emerging youth movements: https://
blog.oxforddictionaries.com/2017/12/14/youthquake-word-of-the-year-2017-
commentary/ 

Lives’133 movement for gun control, to the international ‘Fridays for 
Future’ climate strikes, they are a source of hope for a better today 
and tomorrow. No longer are young people satisfied to sit back 
when their elders fail to act. The rallying cry for justice is growing 
stronger on almost every continent. 

The 100 Million campaign supports all young people – whatever 
their background – who want to act together with others in their 
community and across the world to realise a world where every 
young person is free, safe, and educated.

Focusing on the most excluded – we cannot build a better 
future without them.
The most excluded children and young people, almost by their very 
definition, often have little voice or power over how local decisions 
are made in their own communities. 

The hallmark of a more compassionate and understanding society, 
where all young people are free, safe and in education – for which 
the 100 Million campaign strives – is one in which the voice of the 
most excluded and vulnerable is listened to, is engaged in shaping 
their local communities, and works to ensure their fundamental 
rights are met. 

That society is not going to build itself from above, or ‘trickle down’, 
and it cannot succeed without achieving significant shifts in power 
and practice within communities themselves. Young campaigners 
and activists from any background must be at the heart of driving 
that change, and work together to make sure that the change 
endures.

“I want to fight for all children, especially girls. Here in Rajasthan, 
lots of  girls are forced to work hard and get married when they are 

only twelve. I don’t like child marriage. We visit children at home and 
explain to their parents why school is important… We also tell fathers 
not to beat their children or wives. If  they behave in a loving way life 

is better for everyone.”
Payal Jangid, leader of Bal Panchayat (child parliament), India

 
The 100 Million campaign was inspired by the strength and the 
impact of the voices of some of the world’s most marginalised 
children. Having been supported by activists and given the 
opportunity to thrive, they themselves have become inspirational 
campaigners for the rights of their peers. They are powerful 
representations of how the world can shift if the right to be a child 
is realised for all.

133. In total, 17 students and staff members were killed during the Marjory 
Stoneman Douglas High School shooting and more than a dozen others were 
injured. Shockingly, despite happening only 7 weeks into the year, the massacre 
was already America’s 8th school shooting of 2018 that resulted in death.

5. YOUTH POWER TO BUILD 
EVERY CHILD COMMUNITIES

“It is time to speak your truth. Create your community. Be good to each other. And do not look outside yourself  for your leader…
We are the ones we have been waiting for.”

Unknown
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Power concedes nothing without a demand. 
Global commitments will only be met if there is pressure from 
the ground up for change; it requires a power shift that, in turn, 
requires a strengthening of voice and organising from below. 

History shows us that change for the most excluded or exploited 
requires building ‘people power’, starting with those most affected, 
to demand change and build resistance that cannot be ignored. This 
is true of all the major social justice advances and reforms where 
the powerless have overcome powerful structures which kept them 
oppressed, be that the US civil rights movement,134 the women’s 
rights movement,135 or the anti-apartheid movement.136 These 
movements prove that the power of social change and political 
transformation is rooted in those most exploited working together 
to challenge power.

However, challenging power is not easy. Many citizens live in 
countries where freedom of expression or speech is a right they are 

134. For more on the role of young people in the civil rights movement: https://
www.loc.gov/collections/civil-rights-history-project/articles-and-essays/youth-in-
the-civil-rights-movement/

135. For an interactive history of women’s rights movements: https://interactive.
unwomen.org/multimedia/timeline/womenunite/en/index.html#/1840

136. For a summary of the apartheid struggles and the role of young people see: 
https://www.sahistory.org.za/article/youth-struggle 

not afforded; for others, political space for protest may not exist, 
or at least not without the fear of serious recrimination. When the 
most excluded young people do rise up to protest and challenge 
the status quo, however peacefully, they take more risks than 
their more advantaged peers: as the least protected members of 
a society, they are more likely to be attacked by the instruments 
of state than protected by them. This is a doubling down on their 
marginalised status, as they are already deemed to be lesser and will 
often be treated as such. 

But the end of exclusion of children and young people, and 
dismantling the structures that preserve poverty, are demands 
worth making. It is 2019, and over any single 24-hour period, over 
15,000 children under the age of will 5 die;137 over 33,000 girls 
will become victims of child marriage;138  and over 72,000 children 
will be forced to work in conditions which put their lives at risk.139 
All of this is due to the economic injustice of multidimensional 
poverty, in itself another violent act inflicted upon them by states 
which have failed in their duty to protect the most vulnerable. If 
we believe that this injustice must come to an end, we must work 
together to force power to concede to our demands.

137.  United Nations Interagency Group for Child Mortality Estimation, 2017. 
Levels & Trends in Child Mortality. https://childmortality.org/files_v21/download/
IGME%20report%202017%20child%20mortality%20final.pdf 
138. https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/about-child-marriage/
139. ILO, 2017. Global Estimates of Child Labour. Op. cit.

Basu Rai: from the streets of Kathmandu to global marcher and advocate 

On the global stage, the recognition of child labour as an international human rights abuse has been a hard-won victory, fuelled 
partially by the voices of young people who have experience of child labour being heard in the ‘corridors of power’. In the 1990s, 
Kailash Satyarthi, Nobel Peace Laureate, decided to mount a global march to mobilise international action - the ‘Global March 
Against Child Labour’. The march has been widely acknowledged as instrumental in helping to secure the ILO 182 convention 
against the Worst Forms for Child Labour. The march began on January 17 1998, and covered almost 50,000 miles across 103 
countries. A core group of marchers began in the Philippines, flew to Vietnam, and then across Asia, while other contingents 
travelled across the Americas or Africa. But thousands joined the march for short periods along the way. 

The youngest ‘core marcher’ was 9-year-old Basu Rai, from Nepal. Basu was orphaned at age 4 and ended up on the streets. He 
joined a street gang and spent the next three years begging, picking pockets, and working a series of jobs, as a domestic worker 
and in a series of small trader shops. He was beaten by street gangs – a daily reality of the brutality of living on the streets – and 
regularly went hungry, until he was rescued by the NGO Child Workers in Nepal, through whose efforts he was also able to 
transform himself from a survivor of exploitation to an advocate against it. 

Basu was chosen to represent Child Workers in the Global March and, with other core marchers he travelled the globe, mobilising 
others and raising pressure until the core march reached Geneva, where world leaders were deliberating the ILO Convention on 
the Worst Forms of Child Labour. Tens of thousands marched through the streets to demand leaders adopt the convention. The 
voices of those outside the convention centre, and in the run-up, helped to build a strong sense of pressure for action by leaders

In Basu’s own words: “I was a survivor and voice of millions of children who were and are suffering in the shackles of slavery. I was just 9 
years old then. I still remember that I could meet many presidents, prime ministers, teachers’ unions, trade unions, thousands of journalists 
across the world and faith leaders. The question I could ask to these accountable people is that: ladies and gentlemen, I came to know that 
you have taken responsibility for the safety of children.”

Basu’s story shows us the power of having those who are affected by an issue at the heart and centre of building impactful 
campaigns. The voice and story of those impacted helps to build credibility, and it also helps to being passion for change and 
impatience for action to leaders’ doors - making it hard to ignore them.
Adapted from the words of Basu Rai, and his story as told in his book ‘From the Streets of Kathmandu’ 
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Building youth power: The power of one, the power of many.
Sustained change happens when those directly affected by 
a problem organise and fight together: to achieve justice for 
marginalised young people, it is critical that young people 
themselves organise locally in their communities. Investing in 
grassroots, collective organising strengthens the ability of young 
people to build the in-depth knowledge and relationships essential 
to effectively challenge injustice. 

Collective organising places emphasis on ongoing training and 
engagement with community members, especially those most 
affected by an issue, and listening to and learning from their 
experience. Too often change efforts focus solely on creating 
mass, one-off, online actions to a single target, sent to a database 
of individuals. Yet as current research demonstrates, a mixture 
of both this type of mobilising and deeper organising is critical 
to success. Learning from the union and labour movements, 
organising develops a sense of community and builds ownership, 
trust, resources and power; this can then be ‘spent’ on mobilisation 
moments to ensure these are more targeted and winnable. 

The 100 Million campaign aims to amplify the ‘power of the many’ 
by supporting the formation and development of a network of local 
groups which are active in their own communities, universities 
and schools, and which connect with each other across the world. 
These groups, rooted within their own contexts and constituencies, 
are able to share successes, challenges, act collaboratively and 
contribute to the internationalisation of the fight against injustice 
by globalising compassion in an increasingly divided world.

If these efforts are to be successful and become a vehicle for 
empowerment and ultimately liberation, they must be led by young 
people, including those who are most affected by injustice, telling 

their stories and raising their voices, sharing their aspirations and 
their demands. However, the most affected children and young 
people often do not have the spaces to do this. This reinforces the 
need for investment in collective entities, especially in order to 
develop safe spaces140 which allow vulnerable young people to learn 
about their rights, develop the skills and confidence to speak out, 
and engage with peers, allies and power-holders. 

Building the power of young people can include establishing youth 
parliaments, democratic working groups or committees for young 
people to actively participate in the decisions that affect their lives, 
as well as regularly meeting with community leaders and elected 
officials to ensure implementation of the above commitments. The 
engagement and leadership of girls and young womens should be a 
consideration, and disadvantaged rural and urban youth, including 
those out of school should also be included. It should be a space 
in which the excluded themselves discuss their needs and develop 
strategies to confront and oppose injustice.

It is also fundamental not to overlook existing collective entities 
of young people, especially those which are representative 
and accountable to other young people. A challenge that can 
undermine the impact and sustainability of any youth-led 
collective is an inevitability of the demographic: young people grow 
up and out of being young. However, working with, and supporting 
the campaigning capacity of representative youth organisations 
– such as student unions – enables the knowledge, momentum 
and experience of tackling injustice to be institutionalised in a 
democratic structure. Campaigning efforts can therefore be 
sustained for longer, handed over to successive members, and 
continuous learning embedded into planning processes. 

Hundreds of millions of children continuing to live and die 
excluded from justice is not an inevitability – we know how 
to change it and we have the resources. 

Political choices made by those who are supposed to represent 
citizens have prioritised military spending over education spending, 
profits over public good, and corporations’ rights over citizens’ 
rights. But a future where every child has justice is possible, if we 
all act now.

Exclusion and poverty are multidimensional – our fight to end them 
must be too. But despite a handful of notable exceptions, national 
and international policies are failing to tackle the multiple injustices 
which lead to extreme marginalisation. This is partly because they 
focus on one issue at a time – like health or education; while this 
can and has yielded positive results, it is often at the cost of the 
most marginalised, who need a wider range of support just to get to 
the same starting point as most other citizens. 

At a community level, however, multiple deprivations are hard to 
ignore: a child cannot enjoy quality education if they are forced 
to work or marry due to family poverty; a child forced to flee from 
war or climate disaster won’t feel safe unless they receive the 
stability of quality care, schooling, and protection from abuse. In 
a community, it is plain to see that freedom, safety, and education 
for every child are not standalone issues – they are interlinked, and 
the solutions the community offers must be too.

As the case studies in this report show, it is often young people 
who are demonstrating the most courage, tenacity and power in 
demanding a world where every child is free, safe and educated. The 
time has come for decision-makers – those with political, financial 
and cultural power over our lives – to act with the same urgency 
and ensure that every community in every country includes all its 
children. 

CONCLUSION: THE TIME IS NOW
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140. Oxfam, 2015. Space to Grow: Creating safe spaces to foster 
youth active citizenship. https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/
bitstream/handle/10546/578648/cs-mrmv-space-to-grow-150915-en.
pdf;jsessionid=3AAC0DB639E445E9B381619211CD85E4?sequence=1

https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/bitstream/handle/10546/578648/cs-mrmv-space-to-grow-150915-en.pdf;jsessionid=3AAC0DB639E445E9B381619211CD85E4?sequence=1
https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/bitstream/handle/10546/578648/cs-mrmv-space-to-grow-150915-en.pdf;jsessionid=3AAC0DB639E445E9B381619211CD85E4?sequence=1
https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/bitstream/handle/10546/578648/cs-mrmv-space-to-grow-150915-en.pdf;jsessionid=3AAC0DB639E445E9B381619211CD85E4?sequence=1


WHAT YOU CAN DO

Take the pledge
Take the 100 Million pledge to commit to defending  the 

rights of all children and young people. 

“I pledge to do all I can to end child labour, ensure education for 
all and eradicate violence against children so that every young 

person is free, safe and educated.”

Sign up to start a group
We are stronger when we stand against injustice together. 
Amplify your power to achieve change by starting a group 

with other young people who believe in ensuring every 
child access to their rights. Your group can be in your local 
town, school or university, and 100 Million campaign will 

support you every step of the way: from ideas on formation, 
to action guides on tackling specific issues, to joint global 

actions. You will join other groups in your country and 
beyond , connecting and collaborating to build a better 

world, community by community. 

You can take these actions and join the fight for the 
rights of every child to be free, safe, and educated at 

www.100million.org.

campaign@100million.org
www.100million.org

www.facebook.com/
100MilCampaign

@100MilCampaign
#100Million

@100_million_campaign
#100Million

http://www.100million.org
mailto:campaign@100million.org
http://www.facebook.com/
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