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Being a human rights 

defender is more 

than just knowing 

about your rights 

and exercising them 

– it requires action. 

Standing up, speaking 

out, demanding change. 
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1. Publicly recognise the role of children as human rights defenders

2. Strengthen the relationship between Scotland and the international 
community on children’s human rights

3. Ensure children human rights defenders are part of the strengthened 
relationship between Scotland and the international community

4. Embed human rights and human rights defenders education in 
children and young people’s learning 

5. Protect children human rights defenders who engage in activism and 
peaceful protest

6. Create safe spaces online and offl  ine for children human rights 
defenders to mobilise, share stories, and infl uence people in power

7. Establish and promote complaints mechanisms for children human 
rights defenders

8. Incorporate the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child into 
domestic law in Scotland in this Parliamentary session

‘If the world were to see the 
problems with the eyes of 
the child, half of them would 
be solved and the other half 
would not exist at all.’ 
16-year-old Kurt from Argentina, 
UN Day of General Discussion on Children as Human Rights Defenders

Summary of 
Recommendations
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An essential part of the role of 
the Children and Young People’s 
Commissioner is to support 

human rights defenders. It 
has been a huge privilege to 
work with so many inspiring 

children and young people. I have seen 
the impact they have in communities across 

Scotland and the world. 

Being a human rights defender is more than just knowing about your 
rights and exercising them – it requires action. Standing up, speaking out, 
demanding change. 

Challenging those in power is always difficult and children face an 
additional political and economic power imbalance with adults. Yet, despite 
these extra challenges we see children all over Scotland using passion and 
creativity to promote and protect human rights.

As we mark the 20th Anniversary of the United Nations Declaration on 
Human Rights Defenders and the 30th Anniversary of the of the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) we need to 
recognise and celebrate children’s role as human rights defenders. It isn’t 
just about recognition or celebration though, we must improve the way in 
which we encourage, equip, support, and protect them, we need to listen 
to them, and we need to deliver the change that is needed to properly 
respect, protect and fulfil their rights. 

Bruce Adamson,  
Children and Young 
People’s Commissioner 
Scotland

promote protect defend
As a group, we are just a small 

fraction of the thousands of young human 
rights defenders campaigning across Scotland. 

We know that children and young people can achieve 
the most amazing things, and so many already are. However, 

for years, we have been ignored and belittled by those in power. This 
needs to stop. Now. That’s why we are calling on all adults to look at how 

they can best support and protect young human rights defenders like us as we 
continue to advocate for the rights that we all deserve. We need people to sit up 

and listen, to change attitudes and policy so that children and young people’s rights 
are at the heart of Scotland. We don’t need adults to take over for us, it would be naïve 

to assume that we aren’t able to stand up for our rights. What we need is for people to 
listen, support and empower us. Don’t just put us on the kid’s table and then ignore us. 

Give us a seat at the table where decisions are being made about our futures and our 
lives. And if bureaucratic structures mean that’s not possible, then it’s time for a new 
table. One where everyone has a voice, no matter their age.

               Young Human Rights 
    Defenders Action Group, 
    Scotland
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their local communities.2  Defenders can be any age, gender, from any part of the world 
and from all types of backgrounds. Human rights defenders of all ages are protected 
under international law. Each state that has signed the Declaration has a responsibility 
and duty to protect human rights defenders. The UK has 
agreed to update law, policy and take other steps to ensure 
children human rights defenders are safe and supported 
(Article 2). Scotland as part of the UK and is under the same 
international obligations. The Scottish Parliament has 
devolved powers over many human rights such as health 
and education and is wholly responsible for ensuring that 
law and policy is in place and continually reviewed.

To improve implementation of the Declaration on Human 
Rights Defenders, in 2000, the UN Commission on Human 
Rights (now called the UN Human Rights Council) created 
a new role; a person called the Special Rapporteur on 
the Situation of Human Rights Defenders. The current 
Special Rapporteur is Michel Forst. His role is to examine the situation of human rights 
defenders around the world, speak to governments, recommend ways to better protect 
human rights defenders and make sure gender is at the core of this work. 

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 
provides children human rights defenders with the right 
to be listened to and taken seriously (Article 12), right to 
express themselves (Article 13), right to their own ideas, 
opinions and beliefs (Article 14), right to join or set up 
groups, as long as it isn’t harmful to others (Article 15), 

The report outlines the action group’s recommendations for ways that the Scottish 
Government, Parliament and all public bodies can and should be supporting children 

and young people to defend human rights. People in power have 
made a promise to children human rights defenders and must 
support them in their important role. It’s not children and young 
people’s responsibility to ensure human rights are respected, 
protected and fulfilled; that’s the responsibility of the state. 

What is a ‘human rights defender’?

A human rights defender is any person, of any age, who takes an 
action to promote or protect their own human rights or the rights 
of others.1 
There are many children human rights defenders in Scotland and 
around the world – that is children and young people who are 
standing up for human rights. Some are acting alone. Others are 

working together as part of a youth movement. In addition to advocating on specific 
children’s human rights issues, many young activists, including school children, around 
the world are at the forefront of national and global social movements.

The UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders and other human rights instruments 
at a global and European level define human rights defenders as any person or group 
working to promote human rights, from large organisations to individuals working within 

This report was created 

with children human rights defenders in 

Scotland. The text refers to the Children 

and Young People’s Commissioner Scotland 

office where it says ‘we’, ‘our’ or ‘us’. The 

quotes throughout the report (unless 

someone else’s name is beside one) are the 

unedited voices of the Young Human Rights 

Defenders Action Group.

One example of children’s 
collective action on human 
rights is the Scottish Youth 
Parliament ‘Right Here 
Right Now’ campaign on 
incorporation of the UN 
Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (UNCRC).

‘People who feel their 

human rights are 

not upheld the most 

are often the ones 

who defend them the 

strongest.’

1. UN General Assembly, ‘Declaration on the Right and Responsibility of Individuals, Groups and Organs of 
Society to Promote and Protect Universally Recognized Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms’ (1998) 
UN DOC A/RES/53/144.

2. UN DOC A/RES/53/144; Council of Europe Committee of Ministers, Resolution 1660 (2009) on the 
situation of human rights defenders in Council of Europe member states (Adopted by the Committee of 
Ministers on 28 April 2009(12th sitting).

We use the phrase ‘children 
human rights defenders’ 

throughout this report 
to refer to human rights 

defenders aged 18 and under, 
and 21 and under if care 

experienced. We recognise 
and respect that many young 
people prefer not to be called 

‘children’ but have chosen 
to use this phrase to reflect 

international law on children 
human rights defenders. 

}
!

One example of this is the climate change 
‘strikes’ in schools.  

‘Ooh I didn’t realise we 

got a declaration,  

how fancy!’
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Over the past year, we formed a partnership with the Children’s Parliament to listen 
to, promote and support children human rights defenders in Scotland. Members of 
the Children’s Parliament helped develop and co-deliver a series of full-day, creative 
workshops to gather over 200 children’s views on defending human rights. The voices of 
these children have informed the content of this report.

We supported children and young people from the Children’s Parliament, Scottish Youth 
Parliament and Who Cares? Scotland to take an active role in the UN DGD in 2018 
in Geneva. We worked with Child Rights Connect and Together (Scottish Alliance for 
Children’s Rights) to ensure Scottish civil society had a voice at this historic event. The 
powerful views of over 200 children were displayed on 6ft x 6ft human rights defender 
shields, with words, drawings and poems that reflect the discussions they had as part of 
our joint project with the Children’s Parliament.

right to information (Article 17), human rights education (Article 29) and the right to 
play and rest (Article 31). The UNCRC is the most widely accepted international human 
rights treaty in history. The UK signed and ratified this treaty in 1991 and the Scottish 

Government has promised children and young people that it will make the 
UNCRC a part of Scots law. 

The guardians of the UNCRC, the Committee on the Rights of the Child, 
have recognised children as ‘promoters and defenders of children’s rights 
in their daily lives’,3 required states to ensure that adequate laws and 
other safeguards exist to protect and promote the work of human rights 
defenders 4 and that states need to ‘protect adolescent rights defenders, 
particularly girls, who often face gender-specific threats and violence’.5

Within the wider international system, human rights bodies and experts 
often highlight children as human rights defenders. Among many 
other  examples, the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (CESR) called on all States to publicly recognise the importance 
of the work of all human rights defenders and to ensure adequate 
protection and support.6 Global and regional actors, including Dunja 
Mijatović, Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights, called 
on the international community to renew its commitment to support 

and protect human rights defenders, ‘including children human rights defenders’, in a 
joint statement to mark the 20th anniversary of the UN Declaration on Human Rights 
Defenders in 2018.

What has happened in Scotland so far?

This report will help to establish a culture of children’s human rights in Scotland. This is a 
priority aim set out in the Children and Young People’s Commissioner Scotland revised 
Strategic Plan for 2018-20. Two key elements of this are (a) to help children and young 
people in Scotland know and understand human rights to inspire them to become human 
rights defenders and (b) to achieve comprehensive recognition and protection of the role 
of children as human rights defenders in Scotland. Our office has spoken to thousands of 
children and young people who are defending human rights or who would like to.

2018 was the 20th anniversary of the UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders and 
the 70th anniversary of the UN Declaration on Human Rights. Scotland named 2018 
the Year of Young People and the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (The UN 
Committee) chose 2018 as the year for a Day of General Discussion (DGD) on ‘Children 
as Human Rights Defenders’. Outcomes of the discussions on this day will inform the 
UN Committee’s upcoming recommendations on mainstreaming children’s rights 
throughout the human rights defender framework.

In 2018, over 200 
children across 

Scotland told us 
they need the 

support of adults 
to ensure they 

are protected and 
empowered to 

be human rights 
defenders.

 3. UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC), ‘General Comment No.1, Article 29(1): the aims of 
education’ (2001), UN DOC CRC/GC/2001/1, para 20.

4. UN CRC, ‘General comment No. 15, Article 24:  the right of the child to the enjoyment of the highest 
attainable standard of health’ (2013),UN DOC CRC/C/GC/15, para 95.

5. UN CRC, ‘General Comment No.20 on the implementation of the rights of the child during adolescence’ 
(2016), UN DOC CRC/C/GC/20, para 45.

 6. UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR), ‘Statement on human rights defend-
ers’ (2016), UN DOC E/C.12/2016/2.

six foot!

historic 

event

UN Geneva words, 

drawings and 

poems

]



14 15

In August 2018, we created a Young Human Rights 
Defenders Action Group (the action group) to learn 

even more about the achievements of children 
human rights defenders in Scotland and the 

challenges they face. The action group is made 
up of 12 children human rights defenders from 

across Scotland aged 14 – 20 years old, with 
diverse life experiences. Each action group 

member is defending a different human 
rights issue. Through our work with the 
action group we have captured their stories 
and recommendations on what support 
duty-bearers should provide to protect and 

empower children human rights defenders. 

The action group’s bold recommendations 
mirror our office’s values - bravery, 

independence, participation, 
respect and leadership. Each 

recommendation is directly linked to the UNCRC, 
the list of equally important international promises that 

Scotland has made to children and young people and which we 
must ensure are upheld. 

2019 is the 30th anniversary of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. It’s 
a period of great political uncertainty and a year in which we are hearing children in 
Scotland express fears and concerns over their futures, over poverty, the environment, 
safety and threats to their human rights. There is no better time to listen to children 
human rights defenders and put their recommendations into action.

‘Being part of this group has 

really pushed me to voice 

[the things I’m passionate 

about] and not put myself 

down and just go for it 

because if so
meone else s

ees 

me doing it and they don’t 

have much confidence they 

can look up to me to push 

themselves to do it [too.‘

‘It’s so cool  

getting like your 

voice actually heard, 

feeling like people 

actually want to 

listen to you and 

feeling like you can 

actually make a 

difference.’

‘The action group gave me an opportunity to make myself even more passionate. (I don’t know how that’s possible!)’

‘It’s wonderful and inspiring 
to see and hear the children 
here at the UN; to hear them 
express their views, their 

feelings, their thoughts.’
Clarence Nelson, Vice Chair of 

the UN Committee on the 
Rights of the Child 

at the shields 
exhibition, UN 

Geneva

UNCRC is 30 in 2019
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Ruby: It could be in school or I think we should have campaign cafés and you could just 
pop in and have something to drink or eat and there could be loads of campaigners there 
and they could tell you about how to change things.

I made this mind map about what I wanted to do. My mum is a campaigner too so I know 
about campaigns.

Bruce: A campaign café sounds brilliant. The government is on the mind map you 
showed us. What could they do?

Ruby: I could write to them and tell them about campaigning. They might tell schools 
and they will tell parents and the parents might tell their children and it would go on and 
on and people would then know about how to make changes. I want to tell everybody 
that we can all adventure.

Bruce: That’s really important. It’s not just about one person, it’s about lots of people. 
Looking around outside, there’s space for you to adventure here.

Ruby: Would you like to climb that tree?

Bruce: Sounds good, let’s climb some trees.

Ruby is a 9-year-old human rights defender 
who lives in Scotland. She started a campaign 

on gender stereotypes after she spotted 
diff erences between girls’ and boys’ clothes in 

a catalogue that upset and annoyed her. She met 
with the Commissioner, Bruce to tell him about it.
Bruce: Ruby, it’s great to meet you. Could you tell us a bit about your campaign?

Ruby: I was looking through a clothes catalogue and noticed that all the girls had pink, 
pretty, sparkly dresses. That’s not helpful if you are trying to play. Dresses don’t work for 
climbing trees or adventures because they get ripped. They said the boy’s clothes were 
all for adventures. I wrote to the company.

Bruce: What happened next?

Ruby: The company said they didn’t get my letter, so I phoned them 
up and read the whole letter out. I said, ‘I am a girl, I like to play and 
go on adventures every day and I can’t do that with some of your 
clothes.’ They sent me a voucher and said they would send [the 
letter] to all their departments.

Bruce: That’s a powerful way of doing things. You are challenging 
the company based on your human rights.

Ruby: And it’s not just about clothes. My campaign is called Let’s 
Adventure. I’m going to write to other companies and me and my 
friend are going to design adventure clothes for girls. Boys and 
girls don’t get treated the same and not just with clothes. Once my 
tennis teacher said that ‘girls don’t know what a punch is’ like only 
boys fi ght. Some teachers shout at us too.

Bruce: What do you think would happen if you asked a teacher not to shout at you?

Ruby: Maybe they would get really cross. Do we have the right not to be shouted at?

Bruce: You have the right not to be shouted at. One of the important things about 
human rights defending is that adults in charge must listen and protect you. How can we 
make it easier for other children to help change the world like you?

Ruby’s story

‘I am writing to inform you that 

I am upset because some of the 

captions in the girls’ section [of 

your catalogue] suggest that 

girls cannot do some stuff, only 

boys can. I am a real girl who 

can climb trees, loves adventure 

and can stand up for myself. I 

think that if I change the world 

I would not be sitting around 

looking pretty and pretending I 

don’t have to do anything.’

A small part of Ruby’s letter

Defe
nd

protect

PRO
MOTE
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Children and young people across Scotland experience specific challenges in their 
capacity as human rights defenders that must be tackled – urgently - alongside wider 
failings in relation to children’s human rights. Children and young people have told us 
that people at all levels of society are resisting or actively delaying the advancement of 
children’s human rights.

Children human rights defenders have highlighted a number of key concerns where 
those in power are failing to deliver on their promises to children and young people. At 
the time of writing this report, the Scottish Government has chosen to ignore the strong 
and unprecedented direct engagement of the international community to raise the age 
of criminal responsibility to a minimum of 14-years-old. Our 
investigation into restraint and seclusion in Scotland’s schools 
revealed multiple breaches of children’s human rights across 
the country that require urgent attention (December 2018).7 
Children told us about times when they have been physically 
restrained or excluded in response to challenging behavior, 
without any consideration of why they might be behaving 
that way or of their rights and needs.

In recent years, Scotland has made progress in 
children’s human rights. The Children and Young 
People (Scotland) Act 2014 has encouraged a change 
in culture towards greater awareness of children’s 
human rights. Public body reporting under this law 
has been turned into a national action plan and 

Recommendations
In response to a 2018 global survey on 
human rights defenders with over 2,600 children aged 
5-18 years old, the Centre for Children’s Rights grouped 
duty bearers into five categories: government, parents, 
schools, businesses and media. We want to build on these 
recommendations and frame them within a Scottish 
context. Our eight recommendations are aimed at the 
Scottish Parliament, Scottish Government and executive 
agencies, public bodies, local authorities, schools, Police 
Scotland, the media and civil society organisations.
 

Recommendation: Publicly recognise the role of 
children as human rights defenders 

Who: Scottish Parliament, Scottish Government, public bodies, media 
organisations 
When: 2019

1

UNCRC Preamble: Children should be able to be 
themselves and be brought up in the spirit of 
peace, dignity, tolerance, freedom, equality  
and solidarity.

‘Don’t forget us! We may be the minority, we share the smallest segment of the pie, we may be disabled, we may choose to change our gender, we may be different races or speak different languages, but we are powerful as one so don’t forget us!’

we are pow
erful!promote protect defend

7. Children and Young People’s Commissioner Scotland, ‘No Safe Place: Restraint 
and Seclusion in Scotland’s Schools’, CCYP/2018/3, 2018.
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evaluation of UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(UNCRC) implementation every three years. The Scottish 
Elections (Reduction of Voting Age) Act 2015 gave 16 and 
17-year-olds the right to vote in Scottish Parliament and 
local government elections, giving over 100,000 children 
a say in how their country is run. The fi rst Scottish Cabinet 
meeting for children was held in 2017 and is now an annual 
event in the Scottish political calendar. UNICEF UK Rights 
Respecting Schools programme aims to improve human 
rights education in schools. 5,000 schools in Scotland have 
signed up to the programme and 89 have been awarded a 
UNICEF UK Gold Rights Respecting Schools Award for fully 
embedding the UNCRC in their practice and ethos. However, 
long-term results remain to be seen and there is so much 
yet to be done in Scotland. 

In 2018, the term ‘human rights defender’ became a phrase used more regularly in 
Scotland. A new Scottish Human Rights Defenders Fellowship was launched with three 

inspiring Fellows from Africa and the Middle East. The Fellowship off ers 
human rights defenders three months of rest and protection while they 

carry out research with the University of Dundee and spend a little 
time with human rights and equality organisations across Scotland. 

However, children human rights defenders in Scotland were not 
included in a related debate in the Scottish Parliament and the 

20th anniversary of the Declaration on Human Rights Defenders 
did not translate into public recognition or concrete action for 
children human rights defenders. It’s crucial that the Parliament 
and others raise awareness of children human rights defenders 

to shift the narrative of children and young people away from 
one of ‘vulnerability’ and ‘inexperience’ to one of ‘agency’ and 

‘strength’. Identifying children in Scotland as rights holders, key 
partners and activists – with the same recognition aff orded to adults – is the 

fi rst step towards eff ective support of children human rights defenders.

‘Peopl
e were re

ally 

undermining me 

or didn
’t take me 

serious mainly 

because I do
n’t have 

that much confidence 

at times.’
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We recommend that the role of children as human rights defenders is 
recognised in the Scottish Parliament, to mark the 30th anniversary of the 
UNCRC, that Parliament, Government and public bodies transform their 
processes to be more accessible and inclusive of children human defenders 
in 2019 and that Government commits to the production of public body 
guidance on children human rights defenders in the 2019-20 Programme for 
Government.

‘In almost every 
context, children 
are still viewed as 

passive recipients 
of care, their 

voices dismissed 
or ignored.’ 

UN High Commissioner for 
Human Rights Michelle Bachelet, 

80th session of the Committee 
on the Rights of the Child, 

14 January 2019.
‘Previously young people and children’s voice 
wasn’t heard as much whereas now we’ve got 
all these amazing human rights defenders, 
these amazing organisations working to make 
sure that the voices are heard, and some 
adults take it badly.’

‘Trainee teachers don’t class BSL as a necessary as a part of their learning. 
BSL is absolutely needed. It gives children & young people an opportunity 
to express themselves visually and what’s more amazing than that?’

‘You do get important people that 
listen to young people and take what 

they’re saying on board. We need 
more of them.’

 ‘It makes me feel really good to know that there’s 
people there supporting the work I’m doing.’ 

‘A lot of people don’t 
understand the daily 

discrimination that my 
community faces.’

‘Adults thinks children and 
young people know nothing 
about politics, and the 
important issues, like Brexit 
or education. Children and 
young people always get put 
aside and I’m not sure why! 
Let’s all work together to 
come up with a solution to 
sort the issues.’

Defend
pro

tec
t

PROM
OTE

As children human 
rights defenders, what 
impression have adults 

given you?
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Human rights framework can seem complex and isn’t often accessible.  A stronger 
relationship with the international community on children’s human rights and ensuring 
that children and young people are part of this process will mean that children human 
rights defenders are more aware of their rights, are more likely to receive support from 
the state, civil society and international community.

The Scottish Government’s three-year report to the Scottish Parliament and the UN 
Committee on the Rights of the Child (the UN Committee) is intended to provide a 
comprehensive picture of the actions the government is taking to improve children’s 
human rights in Scotland. The latest report is over 140 pages long and inaccessible to 
most. Child-friendly tools need to be created, and children given the opportunity and 
encouragement to engage, understand and question this body of work about their lives 
and rights.

UN Special Rapporteur on Human Rights Defenders Michel Forst and his predecessors 
have visited 26 different states to review the situation of human rights defenders.8  The 
UK has not yet had a visit or specific recommendations on this theme. The last official 
visit by a member of the UN Committee was in 2015. 

However, recently the Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights and the UN 
Committee each took the extraordinary step of directly engaging with the Scottish 
Government and the Equality and Human Rights Committee of the Scottish Parliament. 
They expressed concern over the Scottish Government’s proposal to establish an age 
of criminal responsibility which, at 12, remains below the international minimum required 
to protect children’s rights. This demonstrates the willingness of the international 
community to proactively engage with Scotland.

Recommendation: Strengthen the relationship 
between Scotland and the international community 
on children’s human rights

Who: Scottish Government, Scottish Parliament 
When: 2019, ongoing

2
UNCRC Article 44: Each State must report to 
the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child on 
implementation of the UNCRC and barriers to 
children’s human rights.

We recommend that the Scottish Government produces child-friendly 
updates on international and European human rights monitoring, invites and 
supports children to ask questions on publication of each four-year children’s 
human rights report, creates ways for children human rights defenders and 
wider civil society to get involved in the UN Committee on the Rights of 
the Child and UNICEF plans for the 30th anniversary of the UNCRC in 2019, 
including an invite to the UN Special Rapporteur on Human Rights Defenders 
to visit the UK.

8. UN Office of the High Commissioner on Human Rights, Human Rights Defenders Country Visits Re-
ports, www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/SRHRDefenders/Pages/CountryVisits, (accessed 26 February 2019).

promote protect defend

‘Scotland should engage 

more often with UN 

and Council of Europe, 

that will ensure that 

children and young 

people have a lot of 

great opportunities and 

their life in Scotland can 

significantly improve.’
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the UK should leave the European Union (yet will experience 
the results first-hand) are now feeling frustrated that they 
weren’t included in Brexit negotiations from the outset.10

There are a number of tools available to support a child 
rights approach to strengthening the relationship 
between Scotland and the international community, 
including the Council of Europe (CoE) Child 
Participation Tool and our office’s 7 Golden Rules of 
Participation.11

Children form a core part of the Commissioner’s 
delegations to international human rights bodies. 
In May children will attend the UN Committee 
Against Torture’s examination of the UK, highlighting 
issues such as restraint and seclusion, the low age of criminal 
responsibility, physical punishment of children, the mosquito 
device, and the delays in incorporation of the UNCRC. Children 
will also be part of the Commissioner’s delegation to the 
Human Rights Council in June following the report of the Special 
Rapporteur on extreme poverty which highlights child poverty in 
Scotland as an urgent human rights issue.  

States such as Samoa, New Zealand, Australia and Denmark have 
set a precedent of reserving seats for young people on their official 
delegation to the UN Commission on the Status of Women in 
New York City and UN Human Rights Council in Geneva. It’s time 
that Scotland becomes a role model for other devolved nations 
and states at the UN by reserving and advocating for seats for 
children and young people at every decision-making table, reviewing 
consultation processes with children and advocating for international 
human rights institutions to do the same. Ideally, the voices of 
children human rights defenders from all four UK nations will be heard 
clearly on all decisions that affect them.

We recommend that the Scottish Government, Scottish Parliament and 
civil society organisations support children human rights defenders to 
meaningfully and actively participate in all international decision-making 
processes, create space for children rights defenders on official CoE and 
UN delegations, and use creative methods to ensure engagement with the 
international community is accessible to all children.

fa
cil

ita
te

 c
ha

nge

10. Children and Young People’s Panel on Europe, ‘Listen to Us: a report on Brexit’ (Children in Scotland and 
Together, 2019).

11. Children and Young People’s Commissioner Scotland, 7 Golden Rules for Participation, www.cypcs.org.
uk/education/golden-rules, (accessed 9 March 2019).

There are increasing concerns that the space for civil 
society participation in international and regional 

decision making is shrinking. Children are one of 
the most marginalised groups from civil society 
spaces and decision-making. They continue to tell 
us that when they have been invited to the UN or 
to comment on the development of law and policy 

that their involvement feels more tokenistic than 
meaningful. The UN Committee on the Rights 
of the Child (the UN Committee) has raised 

concerns about persistent failures to take account of 
children’s views in decisions that affect them at all levels.9 
There’s no excuse for decision makers not to listen to 
and act on the voices of those that their decisions affect, 
no matter how old they are. 

As Child Rights Connect noted during the 2018 UN 
Day of General Discussion on children human rights 
defenders, the capacity of children to be human rights 
defenders is largely dependent on opportunities for 
them to meaningfully engage in civil society space. 
One-off or retrospective consultation with young 
people does not fulfil their requests to be actively 
included in public processes and civic action. 

It’s therefore of no surprise that young people who 
didn’t get a vote in the 2016 referendum on whether 

Recommendation: Ensure children human rights 
defenders are part of the strengthened relationship 
between Scotland and the international community 

Who: Scottish Government, Scottish Parliament, civil society organisations  
When: Now

UNCRC Article 12: Children have 
the right to be listened to, and 
taken seriously, in all decisions 
that involve them.

‘If you want young people 

to be making change, 

you need to not just be 

facilitating that change, 

you need to make sure 

that they are the ones 

who are leading the way 

forward.’

3 involve me

‘I would love to be involved in Scotland’s work with the UN and Europe. That’s like one of my dreams!’ 

‘There isn’t a one-

size-fits all solution. 

Meaningful youth 

participation isn’t a 

piece of cake. It requires 

time, patience and 

slightly different 

approaches for 

different groups of 

young people.’‘Really hand over power 

to young people and let 

them be the ones that 

direct projects, that 

direct the funding, that 

organise events, that 

run the meetings, that 

chair the panels.’

9. UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC), ‘Concluding observations on the fifth periodic report of 
the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland’ (2016), UN DOC CRC/C/GBR/CO/5, para 30.
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‘I do think that because of the way 
our current society works more 
women and non-binary people 
are kind of, almost forced into 
having to defend their rights, 

unfortunately.’

‘None.’

‘Not many.’

‘I don’t know of any at 
my college.’

‘I work in a nursery and there was 
one child interested. Apart from that, 
it doesn’t seem anyone around me is 
that interested.’

‘At my college I wouldn’t say there are 
many human rights defenders.’ 

‘In my community I know quite a few.’

‘There’s six of us in our school that defend human 
rights and form a bigger group with defenders in other 
schools across Dundee.’

‘There’s probably more that I 
don’t know about.’

‘I think right now 
there’s a larger 
number of non-

binary and female 
activists, because it’s 

a really important 
issue that needs 

worked on. I feel 
good about that 
[…] and ever so 

slightly sad that 
everybody isn’t 

getting the same 
representation.’

‘Predominantly I’ve found 
that it’s young women [who defend 
human rights] which I think is 
interesting because often the most 
oppressed in society feel that they 
have to speak up the most about 
issues…] I don’t think it means 
that young men don’t care as much 
about human rights, I think it’s just 
potentially young women and non-
binary people maybe feel like they 
have more personal experience they 
can draw upon.’

‘I’ve met a lot of young 
women from ethnic 
minority backgrounds or 
from minority religions 
who are speaking up and 
feel like they’ve got a 
lot of burden on them 
to do a lot of the work.’

How many children 
human rights defenders 

do you know?

Do you think there’s a 
gender balance of children 
human rights defenders in 

Scotland?
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what human rights activism involves. Children and young people 
shouldn’t be put off doing something that’s so important; not just 
for them but for everyone. Defending your rights is becoming 
a trend in Scotland and around the world that everyone can 
take part in. Young people are calling on teachers and other 
educational staff to teach what a  human rights defender is, 
and from an early age. 

The UN Declaration on Human Rights Education and 
Training is a call for governments to improve human 
rights learning, training and information.12 The Declaration 
recognises that learning about human rights is a lifelong 
process and that every person needs to be aware of their 
rights and responsibilities if they are going to promote 
and defend human rights. Under the Universal Declaration 
on Human Rights, the Scottish Government and local authorities must 
ensure that ‘education is aimed at strengthening respect for human rights and 
fundamental freedoms.’ 

If we compare the views of children and young people today with those that took part 
in prior national research on the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), 
we can see that - six years on - children still feel strongly that they want to learn more 
about the UNCRC and how it affects their lives.13 While almost 90 schools in Scotland 
have received a gold accreditation from UNICEF for fully embedding the UNCRC into 
their practice in the past three years, there are still over 4,000 schools and early learning 
and childcare centres who are part of this community and yet have not reached 
this standard. Despite existing statutory duties on every local authority to 
embed the UNCRC into learning (Children and Young People (Scotland) 
Act 2014), it would appear that this obligation is not being met 
because children and young people are asking for human 
rights education. 

Each year, a group of families and early years experts - 
including Scottish Government - select books to go into 
Bookbug Bags for families with 0-5-year-olds across the 
country. This is an ideal opportunity for the Government to 
support parents and carers to talk about human rights with 
their children from an early age, but they have not chosen to 
include children’s human rights stories. 

There is a need for mandatory, age-appropriate human rights 
education beginning in the early years, continuing through 

‘We need to teach  
how powerful a young 

person can be.’  ‘Yeah, and the 
importance of their 
opinions.’

‘My school doesn’t 

teach human 

rights and I think 

it’s necessary to 

educate young 

people about their 

human rights.’

Dr. Laura Lundy is co-founder of the Centre for Children’s 
Rights, co-editor of the International Journal of 
Children’s Rights and teaches at the University 
of Belfast. Reflecting on her research with 
children human rights defenders around the 
world, her view is that many teenagers feel it’s 
‘not cool’ to defend human rights. We asked 
the action group about this. They mostly 
cited their friends as being supportive, with 
peers outside of their immediate social circle 
being apathetic or even unaware of their role. 

While the social status of a young 
human rights defender may depend 
on the individual young person and 
their social context, work needs to 
be done to tackle social stigma and 
bullying associated with being a 
young human rights defender. If 
we want to reach a point where 
it’s ‘cool’ to defend human rights, 
children and young people first 
need to hear and understand 

Recommendation: Embed human rights and human 
rights defenders education in children and young 
people’s learning

Who: Local authorities, Scottish Government and executive agencies 
When: By 2020

UNCRC Article 29: Education must help 
children develop their abilities, teach children 
about their rights and help them learn to 
live peacefully, protect the environment and 
respect other people. 

‘Some friends 

say, “that’s 

amazing – you’re 

so young”, 

others just don’t 

care that I’m a 

human rights 

defender.’

4

12. UN General Assembly, ‘Declaration on Human Rights Education and Training’ (2012) UN DOC A/
RES/66/137.

13. Tisdall, E. Kay M. et al., ‘Children and young people’s experiences of, and views on, issues relating to the 
implementation of the United Nations Convention on Rights of the Child’, (Scottish Government Social 
Research, 2013).

‘I don’t think 
other young 
people know [that 
I’m a human rights 
defender], I don’t 
give speeches etc.’

‘It can feel 

like quite a 

lonely thing 

to go ahead 

and do.’
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school, extending to further education and professional development.14. The UN 
Declaration on Human Rights Education asks States to develop or promote strategies, 
policies, action plans and programmes on human rights education and training, such 
as school curricula. Each local authority in Scotland must produce a Children’s Services 
Plan every three years, founded on the principles of the UNCRC.15 It’s important that 
the strategic context of this plan – which includes a duty to report progress against the 
UNCRC – is not lost.16  All 2020-23 Children’s Services Plans should include standardised 
human rights education for every child and young person in Scotland. Our office worked 
with children in nurseries and primary schools and practitioners to produce symbol-
supported UNCRC resources for work with younger children and children who have 
additional support needs. Our simplified version of the UNCRC is available in Gaelic and 
English and we make it available in hard copy or online. 

At the same time as the action group were preparing their 
recommendations on children human rights defenders, children 
across the UK walked out of their primary and high schools in protest 
for action on climate change. Protests took place in over 60 cities 
and towns, with an estimated 15,000 children human rights defenders 
taking part.17 The action group reacted strongly to news that some 
children had been threatened with detention and were outraged that 
Prime Minister Theresa May publicly criticised young people for causing 
disruption to teachers. 

There is a significant difference between a natural 
and voluntary consequence of being ‘on strike’ and 
a punishment, or the threat of one. Detention after 
school, the deduction of a child’s rewards or grades, 
and the suggestion that engaging in peaceful protest 
will negatively affect a child’s future each amount to a 
punishment. It shouldn’t need to be said but is important 
to acknowledge and consider that language used to 
shame, pressure or influence children, however minor 
or harmless this might feel to the adult at the time, 
is relative. For a school pupil, the thought of having a 
reward or grade revoked or facing detention can be very 
distressing. The action group called this ‘scare mongering’ 
and said the attitudes of many adults and teachers need 

Recommendation: Protect children human rights 
defenders who engage in activism and peaceful protest

Who: Media organisations, local authorities, schools, Scottish Government  
When: Now

UNCRC Article 13:  Children have the right to 
express themselves in the way that they want 
to – as long as it doesn’t harm others 
- such as talking out loud, posting 
things on the internet or writing for 
a book or newspaper.

17. ‘Climate strike: Schoolchildren protest over climate change’, BBC News, 15 February 2019, www.bbc.
co.uk/news/uk-47250424, (accessed 20 February 2019).

We recommend that every local authority in Scotland adopts standardised 
human rights education in their 2020-23 Children’s Services Plan, that the 
Scottish Government (including Education Scotland and other government 
agencies) ensure parents and carers are supported to talk about human 
rights and share stories of children human rights defenders with children and 
continually review and update curricula and reading lists to include inspiring 
and thought-provoking content on human rights and 
children human rights defenders. A list 
of recommended reading is included 
at the end of this report.

14. UN DOC A/RES/66/137. 

15. Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 2014, s. 8(1).

16. Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 2014, s.2(1).

5

‘If you’re at the 

stage that you 

want to protest 

about it, it must 

be serious.’

‘Teach young people 

about human rights 

defenders from an 

early age.’

‘Teach human rights 

in all schools, not 

just the “best” or 

best reso
urced ones.’

‘The thing that really annoyed 

me was the statement from 

No.10 [Downing Street] that 

it’s a shame children are 

missing out on education. They 

wouldn’t say that about a 

Union strike – like it’s a shame 

they’re missing out on work.’
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reprisals can take place and many children human rights defenders face online abuse 
and attack. The Government must ensure that social media companies properly 
regulate to keep children and young people safe online.

to change if children human rights defenders are to be 
empowered. 

In the relationship between children as rights holders 
and adults as duty-bearers, the balance of power 

remains firmly in the hands of adults. How this plays 
out within children’s everyday experiences can be 

significant and impact greatly on their capacity to 
act as human rights defenders. 

At home, at school and in the wider community, 
children are dependent on duty-bearers and 

can have little power to challenge them or 
the confidence to ask for help when they 
need it most. Awareness of unequal power 

structures - including those that perpetuate 
inequality and discrimination for marginalised groups of 

young people such as young women and girls, young people 
from ethnically and culturally diverse backgrounds, young 
LGBTQIA+ people and disabled young people - can prevent the 
reinforcement of power imbalances and help understand how 
best to protect and support children human rights defenders. 
Adults have a responsibility to use their words and position of 
power to encourage children to stand up for their rights, not 
deter them; to look out for children human rights defenders 
who may need a little extra support; and to create an equal and 
non-discriminatory society.

The media plays an essential role in supporting human rights 
and many human rights defenders use the media as a means 
to ensure to demand change. However, there are risks that 

come along with such public exposure, and the media has a responsibility to 
protect human rights defenders from reprisals. 

Traditional print and broadcast media must 
follow clear industry standards such as the 
OFCOM Code and the the IPSO Editor’s 
Code of Practice. Both cover protection of 
children primarily in the context of privacy but 
should be updated to make specific reference 
to protection from reprisals that children acting 
human rights defenders may face by their 
exposure to the media. 

Social media plays an increasingly significant role in 
sharing ideas and can provide an important platform 
for human rights defenders to organise and take 
action. However, it is also a space where significant 

‘I feel judged 
sharing the work 

I do on social 
media, so I don’t 

even use it.’

We recommend that local authorities, schools and the Scottish Government 
make a renewed commitment to uphold children human rights defenders’ 
right to freedom of expression, campaigning and peaceful protest and that 
media organisations update and follow industry standards and regulate to 
better protect human rights defenders. Children and young people should be 
afforded the same rights as adults to peaceful protest and activism, without 
fear of reprisal.

‘Teachers call it 

disobedience when 

we speak up, not 

human rights 

defending.’

‘It to
ok m

e a l
ot 

befo
re sp

eakin
g 

out o
nline an

d 

writin
g my  

first
 blog

.’

‘A guy at CAB [Citizens Advice Bureau] 

once told me I should probably stop 

getting involved in organisations like 

the carers one I was part of as it goes 

on a database and could [negatively] 

affect me.’

‘The school complained and 

said, “you did really bad in 

your prelim” and I said, “well 

my brother was going through 

chemotherapy.” I couldn’t come 

into school and just relax and 

go into my prelim and do my 

best because inside I was just 

scared and needed someone to 

help me through it.’

‘It’s unacceptable for
 

pupils to 
bully or 

threaten each other at 

school, so
 why does 

the 

same rule not apply to
 

teachers?’

‘Not getting your 

education that day is like 

not being paid that day. 

Taking it further than 

that, like detention, is 

not fair.’

Pr
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t 
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headteachers can better support 
children human rights defenders by 

creating and attending spaces both 
online and offline where young 

people feel comfortable and safe 
to ask them questions and ask 

for their help. A safe space is 
accessible, inclusive and one in 
which every person’s thoughts 
opinions are respected.

We are passionate about 
creating spaces for children 
human rights defenders to 

share their stories, opinions 
and helps make sure that people in power 

watch, listen and read what they have to say. 
When we prepared for the UN Day of General Discussion on 
children human rights defenders in 2018, we identified that 
there was very little information on human rights defending, 
and virtually none in Scotland. With the support of children 
and young people, we created a human rights defenders 
website and blog (rightsdefenders.scot) which supports the 
action group’s recommendation that we need more online and 
offline spaces where young people can meet and inspire each 
other. Our Digital Media Officer, Robert says: ‘I’m really inspired by 
children and young people because they give concrete 
examples we forget to give as adults and because I 
hear things that are obvious to them that might 
not be obvious to others.’

More financial investment from the Scottish Government is needed to ensure 
that every child in Scotland has access to a safe space where they can 

mobilise and lead change. Investing time to bridge the gap between the 
government and children and young people’s safe spaces is important 

too. Children human rights defenders should have the same 
influential status as adults within power structures and so these 
safe spaces should become part of the culture of decision-making; 

not be tokenistic on the part of the government.

One example of an effective safe space is the Everyday Heroes 
Participation Project, where children and young people worked 
together with people in power to influence Scotland’s Equally 
Safe Delivery plan (2017-2021) to prevent and end gender-

based violence.

There are a number of practical steps that people in 
positions of power should take when engaging with children 
human rights defenders. For example, choose timings and 

days of the week that suit children and young people, be honest about 
what can be delivered rather than make empty promises, ask and listen to what 

children human rights defenders need and, most importantly, follow through on that 
commitment and keep in touch with them.

When we first started working together, each of the Young Human Rights Defenders 
Action Group flagged that they didn’t know where to go or how to contact the people 
(mostly adults) who could help them with the human rights issues they defend. 
Organisations that help connect children human rights defenders with people in power 
need to raise awareness of their advice lines and contact details so that more young 
people know they exist. Decision makers such as MSPs, Police, local councillors and 

Recommendation: Create safe spaces online 
and offline for children human rights defenders to 
mobilise, share stories and influence people in power

Who: Scottish Government, media organisations 
When: By 2021

6
UNCRC Article 15: Children have the right to 
meet with friends and to join groups or set up an 
organisation, as long as they are safe and don’t 
hurt other people.

We recommend that the Scottish Government invests in safe spaces for 
children human rights defenders; including safe space co-design with 
children and young people, and a time investment to listen to and act on the 
recommendations of children human rights defenders in safe spaces.

‘I wish] Cou
ncils 

and sta
ff w

ere 

more a
ccept

ing 

of h
uman rights 

defe
nders.

’

‘People get it into your 

heads that you have to be 

protesting all of the time 

[…] and that can be like a 

good way to start, and a lot 

of people do that, but I feel 

like [human rights activism] 

can be more behind-the-

scenes as well.’

‘We need] an 

open platform 

for children to 

talk about their 

problems.’

‘You want your 

message directed 

at people who 
can make a 
difference.’

‘No [meetin
gs 

with childre
n 

on] week d
ays.’

‘The Council 

seems very 

unfriendly 

on email 

so I asked 

my Mum to 

email.’
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in language or structure. The UK has yet to sign or ratify 
Optional Protocol 3 to the UNCRC on a complaints procedure 
that allows an individual young person to make a complaint to 
the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child if they believe 
their human rights have been violated, and Scotland has yet 
to incorporate the UNCRC into domestic law. Without these 
options, it is almost impossible for children to challenge rights 
violations by the state, or that have not been resolved in their own 
country; a key requirement for any human rights defender.

A recent statement made by the UN Committee on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights reminds States ‘of their responsibility 
to ensure that human rights defenders are effectively protected 
against any and all forms of abuse, violence and reprisal that 
they might experience while carrying out their work to promote 
the realisation of those rights’.

In 2018, Police Scotland launched a new campaign to raise 
awareness of and tackle hate crime. Under the current law, 
hate crime is a crime against someone because of the 
colour of their skin, their religious beliefs, sexual orientation, 
transgender identity or disability. Hate crime can be verbal or 
physical and comes in many forms, including having abuse 
shouted at you, name-calling or being bullied online. Scottish 
hate crime legislation has recently been reviewed and a 

recommendation made to update the law to cover gender and age-related hate crime, 
particularly online and physical abuse of women and 
girls. The hate crime reporting form and other 
information, including a long list of ‘third party 
reporting centres’ where  you can go for hate 
crime support, on the Police Scotland website 
are not child-friendly. In order to protect children 
human rights defenders who experience abuse 
both online or in person, reporting procedures 
need updated with the help of diverse young 
people to ensure they are truly accessible.

The complaints form to the Special Rapporteur on 
Human Rights Defenders is not accessible to children 

Recommendation: Establish and promote 
complaints mechanisms for children human rights 
defenders 

Who: Police Scotland, Scottish Government, public bodies 
When: Now

7
UNCRC Preamble: Children and their families 
should be given protection and assistance so 
that they can fully carry out their role within 
their community.

We recommend that Police Scotland, the Scottish Government and public 
bodies take online and offline abuse and harassment of children human rights 
defenders very seriously, not limited to the characteristics protected by 
current hate crime law but for all children, and that they create and promote 
child-friendly and accessible complaints mechanisms with and for children 
human rights defenders.

‘I genuinely 
do feel that 
I’m unsafe at 
times.’ 

‘When I talk about 

LGBT issues it’s 

generally accepted 

but when I defend 

the rights of 

children of prisoners 

I experience abuse.’

‘It’s the people 

whose power I am 

challenging that 

I’m worried about.’

‘If I was to say 

something I 

worry about 

my immigration 

status.’
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Do you feel supported to stand up for other people’s rights?

Paula: Now I am trying to change things for people with FASD I think adults are really 
supportive of me; they think it’s great. I’m focusing on schools in my new business 
because of my own experience of not being supported or listened to and being treated 
diff erently from others at school and college.

We can tell your Mum has always encouraged you to believe in yourself. What have 
you learned from each other?

Maryelen: Ohh. I’ve learned so much from Paula. I’ve learned to be more calm. She says, 
‘Mum, you need to slow down, I have FASD, one instruction at a time.’

Paula: She never gives up on me and never treats me diff erently to anyone else. She’s 
my number one fan.

What can other adults do to support human rights defenders like you?

Paula: Listen to us and ask our ideas of how to fi x things. If we don’t know the answer, 
give us time. If we have FASD, give us time. If you make mistakes, it’s ok to admit when 
you are wrong. I don’t blame my (birth) Mum for my FASD. What she did was wrong but 
I love her. I went to see her to tell her about my FASD and the work I’m doing to raise 
awareness of it and make change. She brought me into this world and I’m proud of her 
for admitting what happened. It’s made me who I am today.

Maryelen: What about hug-on-the-rug?

Paula: Yeah! In our house we have a word that helps – ‘hug-on-the-rug’. We 
have a big rug in the middle of our room and you go on it when you 
need a hug and everyone comes to hug you. 

We love the sound of that. 

Paula is a 19-year-old human rights defender 
who lives in Ayr, Scotland with her Mum, Dad, 
brothers, sisters and dog. Paula has foetal 
alcohol spectrum disorder (FASD). FASD is the 

name for a range of diff erent health problems 
that can aff ect children if exposed to alcohol 

before they are born. Paula has started a new social 
enterprise called Oshay’s FASD to raise awareness of the 
condition and support young people with FASD. We spoke 
to Paula and her mum, Maryelen. 

It’s so nice to meet you both. Paula, could you tell us a little of your story?

Paula: I was diagnosed with foetal alcohol spectrum disorder (FASD) when I was 
16-years-old. My brother was diagnosed when he was two and a half so I already knew 
about FASD. It’s brain damage and a life-long disorder. I struggled through school and 
really have struggled through my whole life. After my diagnosis I gave talks with the NHS 
on FASD and what needs to change. I realised there’s no help out there for anyone with 
FASD and I wanted to be that support, so I started a new business.

That’s such an inspiring journey. What have been the biggest challenges?

Paula: When I got my diagnosis, my school didn’t help. We asked for a scribe, but I 
didn’t get one. When I went to college I told them about my FASD. I had a meeting with 
my college and they said I can’t continue on. I felt upset and frustrated because they 
promised they’d support me but didn’t. I asked to be adopted when I was 13 but social 
work stopped it. I know what it’s like to be so happy when you get the family you’ve always 
wanted; I was adopted when I turned 18.

Maryelen: It wasn’t easy in the beginning. At that training Paula mentioned they were 
very negative and told us not to talk about the idea that Paula might have FASD in front 
of her; not to put ideas into her head. I know I’m not a doctor but I also knew the trainers 
weren’t doctors so we agreed it was a good idea to let Paula speak to one.

What inspired you to be a human rights defender and start raising awareness 
of FASD?

Paula: I want other young people like me with FASD to know there’s someone out there. 
They’re not alone. I want them to never give up hope and know it takes time, but life will 
get better. 

Paula’s story

before they are born. Paula has started a new social 

Paula is a 19-year-old human rights defender 
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This year marks the 30th anniversary of the UNCRC, and there is now a substantial body 
of international research into which incorporation models work best. Our Incorporation 
Advisory Group – a group of international experts in children’s rights and Scots law - 
has drawn on this work to produce a draft bill which would incorporate the UNCRC in 
Scotland. It is vital that the Scottish Government moves beyond repetitive discussions 
and incorporates children’s human rights into Scots law.

The Scottish Government and Parliament have a duty to make 
sure that children’s human rights and children human rights 
defenders are respected, promoted and protected. Children 
and young people up and down the country are working hard to 
progress children’s rights but are missing the legal framework 
necessary to support them to make positive changes. It’s 
essential that the decision makers in government and parliament 
move faster on incorporation of the UNCRC. This generation of 
children human rights defenders are not the first to be waiting on 
the government to fulfil its duty to incorporate children’s human 
rights, but they should certainly be the last.

 
 
 
 

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) is the most widely 
ratified international human rights treaty in history. It changed the way children are 
viewed and treated in international legal terms. It ensures children are seen as human 

beings with a distinct set of rights, not just as passive 
objects of care and charity. 

The UNCRC was adopted by the United Nations 30 years 
ago on 20 November 1989 and the UK Government 
signed and ratified the UNCRC two years later. Even 
though representatives from the UK helped to write the 
UNCRC, it has still not been brought into our domestic law 
at home in Scotland, or the UK. This means that children 
and young people cannot go to court to protect or enforce 
their rights. For it to have full effect, the UNCRC would 
have to become part of domestic law. This is known as 
incorporation.

The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (the UN 
Committee) monitors how states are protecting children’s rights around the world and 
has consistently called on governments to incorporate the UNCRC.  The UNCRC was 
written with the intention to be incorporated and many countries have done just that, 
including Sweden and Norway. The Scottish Parliament has the power to pass laws on 
devolved matters and there is no legal barrier to incorporation.

In the latest Programme for Government, which set out the Scottish Government’s 
priorities for 2018-2019, First Minister Nicola Sturgeon promised to ‘incorporate the 
principles of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child into domestic law.’ However, 
since then, the government has only committed to consultation (asking different groups 
of people and experts) about possible incorporation models and hasn’t even set a 
timescale or deadline for that. 

Recommendation: Incorporate the UN Convention 
on the Rights of the Child into domestic law in 
Scotland in this Parliamentary session

Who: Scottish Government and Scottish Parliament 
When: Introduce a bill by 20 November 2019 

8
UNCRC Article 4: States Parties shall undertake 
all appropriate legislative, administrative, and 
other measures for the implementation of 
children’s human rights. 

We recommend that the Scottish Government introduces a bill by 20 
November 2019, on the 30th anniversary of the UNCRC, to incorporate the 
UNCRC into Scots law.

Incorporation was a priority 
recommendation of the 

first, second and third annual 
Cabinet Meeting with Children 

and Young People, the Young 
People’s Panel on Europe and 
now the Young Human Rights 

Defenders Action Group.  

76% of 700,000 
young Scots asked 
by the Scottish Youth 
Parliament in 2015 
agreed that the 
UNCRC should be 
fully incorporated into 
Scots law.
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1. Everyone can be a human rights defender. 
Any person, of any age, gender or 
background has the right to be a human 
rights defender— someone who promotes 
and stands up for your own rights or the 
rights of others.

2. Your country must protect your right to be 
a human rights defender and make sure the 
rights in this Declaration are upheld in real life.

3. Your country’s law should protect all 
human rights defenders, and human rights 
defenders must not do anything illegal.

4. This Declaration doesn’t take any rights 
away. Other international human rights laws 
are still important, like the UN Declaration of 
Human Rights.

5. Human rights defenders can join groups. As 
a human rights defender you can create or 
join groups, set up or join in charities, and 
speak to charities— but never use violence.

6. Human rights defenders can share their 
views. Human rights defenders must be 
free to learn about human rights and the 
law, share views, opinion and knowledge 
on human rights, and discuss good or bad 
human rights issues in your country.

7. Anyone can come up with new human rights 
ideas and ask for those ideas to be accepted. 
(Including you, no matter what age you are.)

8. You have the right to take part in what the 
government does. Everyone has the right to 
take part in and have a say on their government 
and the work that it does. This including drawing 
attention to human rights problems.

9. You can complain if their rights aren’t 
respected. All people, including human 
rights defenders, can complain if their 
rights are violated by any person or group - 
including people who work for your country. 
Complaints should be taken seriously and 
dealt with quickly.

10. Nobody should break anyone’s rights or feel 
like they have to do so.

11. Everyone should respect the rights of others 
when doing their job.

12. You have the right to take part in non-
violent activities to defend human rights, 
and you must be protected when you do. 
The government should make sure you 
don’t face violence, threats, punishment or 
discrimination.

13. You can ask for resources to help you 
promote and protect human rights.

14. The government should make sure everyone 
knows about human rights and have 
champions who stand up for your human 
rights - like the Children’s Commissioner, for 
example.

15. The government should make sure human 
rights are taught in schools, colleges and 
universities. It should make sure that people 
who work for government – like the army 
and police – have human rights training, and 
make sure that lawyers have training too.

16. Individuals and charities can raise questions 
about human rights and help more people 
understand their human rights.

17. Human rights defenders must act within 
international law and respect the rights and 
freedoms of others.

18. It’s important that you help take care 
of your community. People, groups and 
organisations have an important role to play 
in making sure the world is a safe and equal 
place where human rights are upheld.

19. Nobody can use this Declaration to destroy 
human rights. 

20. Your country can’t use this Declaration to go 
against the Charter of the United Nations.

United Nations Declaration  
on Human Rights Defenders
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Recommended reading 
for younger children 
human rights defenders

‘Especially young children should be told ‘’these are the 
rights you have and you’re allowed to speak up for them’’.’

A is for Activist, Innosanto Nagara

DK Life Stories: Helen Keller, Libby Romero 

DK Life Stories: Martin Luther King Jr, Laurie Calkhoven

Dreams of Freedom, Amnesty International

Fantastically Great Women Who Made History, Kate Pankhurst

Feminist Baby, Loryn Brantz

Goodnight Stories for Rebel Girls! Elena Favilli and Francesca Cavallo

Period Power: A Manifesto for the Menstrual Movement, Nadya Okamoto

Little Guides to Great Lives: Nelson Mandela, Isabel Thomas

Little Leaders: Bold Women in Black History, Vashti Harrison

The Little People, Big Dreams series

Long Walk to Freedom: Illustrated Children’s edition, Nelson Mandela (abridged by 
Chris van Wyk)

Malala’s Magic Pencil, Malala Yousafzai

Open: A Toolkit for how magic and messed up life can be, Gemma Cairney

Peace and Me, Ali Winter and Mickael El Fathi

People of Peace: 40 Inspiring Icons, Sandrine Mirza

She Persisted Around the World, Chelsea Clinton

Stories for Kids Who Dare to be Diff erent, Ben Brooks

Tender Earth, Sita Brahmachari

The Journey, Francesca Sanna

My Feminist ABC, Duopress Labs

The Lorax, Dr Seuss

We Rise, We Resist, We Raise Our Voices, Wade Hudson 

What Can A Citizen Do? Dave Eggers

You Are Mighty: A Guide to Changing the World, Caroline Paul

‘Adults should 
support all children 

human rights 
defenders, they 

should encourage 
them to speak up, 

they should help give 
them a voice and a 

platform to speak for 
what they believe in.’
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