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Introduction to children’s rights

Human rights are the basic rights and freedoms we are all entitled to in order to live with dignity, equality and fairness, and to develop and reach our potential. Human rights are therefore NOT earned. Human rights are a list of things that all people - including children - need in order to live a safe, healthy and happy life.

Human rights, which includes children's rights, are defined as universal, inalienable, indivisible and interdependent. All children and young people have these rights, no matter their circumstances.

· They are universal because everyone is born with and possess the same rights, regardless of where they live, their gender, or race, or their religious, cultural or ethnic background.
· They are inalienable because people’s rights can never be taken or given away.
· They are indivisible (cannot be separated from each other) because all rights are equal and everybody has the right to participate in decisions that affect their lives.
· They are interdependent because the fulfilment of one right often depends, wholly or in part, upon the fulfilment of others. 

Children and young people have the same human rights as adults. These are the same rights that protect everyone. They span the entire spectrum of civil, political, economic, social, cultural and environmental rights. Children and young people also have a right to special protection because of their potentially vulnerable status.

Childhood is defined as the period of life up to the age of 18. It represents a time in our lives where we all require support from others to have a good quality of life. The additional rights afforded to children within the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) recognise that childhood is a special time which must have additional protections. The UNCRC also gives children the right to participate in decisions that affect them in accordance with their age and maturity. 

Under the terms of the convention, governments are required to meet children’s basic needs and help them reach their full potential. There are four rights which are known as the General Principles and these help to interpret other rights and are at the heart of a children’s human rights approach.

These principles should be kept to the forefront of your mind when making any decisions that affect children – directly and indirectly:
· Shouldn't be discriminated against (Article 2)
· Should have their best interests accounted for as a primary consideration (Article 3)
· Have the right to survive and develop (Article 6)
· Have the right to have their views heard and taken seriously (Article 12)

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (Incorporation) (Scotland) Act 2024 (UNCRC Act) came into effect on 16 July 2024. The UNCRC Act requires public authorities not to act in a way that is incompatible with the UNCRC requirements defined in it when carrying out certain functions. The Act also enables children to seek legal redress through the courts, if they believe that public authorities have acted or intend to act incompatibly with the UNCRC requirements.

It's vital to the realisation of children’s rights that everyone providing a public service considers the rights of children in their work. All decisions made about, and actions taken to deliver public services may impact on the rights and wellbeing of children and young people. Embedding a children’s human rights approach will improve public services for children, and should support public authorities to meet their duties in the UNCRC Act.




