
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
OraTaiao: The New Zealand Climate & Health Council, Incorporated 

Auckland, New Zealand 

www.orataiao.org.nz   

 

February 15th, 2022 (EST) 

 

The United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child 
c/- Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) 
Palais Wilson 
52 rue des Pâquis 
CH-1201 Geneva, Switzerland 
www.ohchr.org  

 

Tēnā koutou, 

General Comment No. 26 on Children’s Rights and the Environment with a Special Focus on 
Climate Change 

Thank you for listening to the calls of children and young people and taking this major step to hold 
State parties accountable for ensuring all children live in a safe, clean, healthy and sustainable world.  

We applaud the Committee’s work to develop authoritative guidance on what governments must do 
to uphold the human rights of the child under the Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC or 
the Convention) in the face of climate change and other environmental challenges. We especially 
applaud the work being done to ensure that children are able to actively contribute their views, 
experiences and expertise in the development of the General Comment. 

We write on behalf of OraTaiao: The New Zealand Climate and Health Council. We apologise that 
time constraints have meant OraTaiao has been unable to respond in detail to the Committee’s 
global online questionnaire format. We would however value the opportunity to comment on the 
first draft of General Comment No. 26 on Children’s Rights and the Environment with a Special Focus 
on Climate Change.1  

We attach three short documents that use a human rights approach to look at the impact of the 
climate crisis on children. These documents describe issues referred to in the global online 
questionnaire, including concrete examples of how the general principles of UNCRC relate to climate 
change. 

1. Submission from OraTaiao: The New Zealand Climate and Health Council to the United 
Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child 2016 Day of Discussion “Children’s Rights 
and the Environment”, July 2016 

 
1 https://childrightsenvironment.org/about/  
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This submission described:  

● The serious and potentially catastrophic impact of climate change on the rights of 
children 

● How climate change disproportionately affects children 

● States’ legal obligations 

● The role of States in relation to the business sector including investment treaties 

● Children as agents of change 

● How putting children’s rights at the heart of climate policy offers major 
opportunities to increase children’s enjoyment of their rights.  

https://www.orataiao.org.nz/submission_from_orataiao_the_new_zealand_climate_and_h
ealth_council_to_the_united_nations_committee_on_the_rights_of_the_child_2016_day_o
f_discussion_children_s_rights_and_the_environment 

2. Submission from OraTaiao: Supplementary information for the UN Committee on the 
Rights of the Child provided by OraTaiao on behalf of Action for Children and Youth 
Aotearoa, August 2016  

This paper outlined: 

● How, as well as the unjust impacts on all children in Aotearoa New Zealand, some 
groups are disproportionately affected by climate change. These groups are Māori 
children, Tokelauan children2; Pacific children; children from other ethnic groups and 
children whose circumstances mean they may be especially impacted. 

● The absence of consideration of the best interests or views of children in the 
Aotearoa New Zealand Government’s climate policies. 

● The Government’s slow and ambivalent progress in taking the climate-related 
actions necessary to respect, protect and fulfil the rights of children.   

● Actions that the Government should take as part of its obligations under the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/orataiao/pages/518/attachments/original/153542
5754/Orataiao_2016_Supplementary_paper_for_CRC_via_ACYA.pdf?1535425754 

3. Climate Change and the Right to Health for Māori in Aotearoa/New Zealand 

 
2Tokelau is a non-self-governing territory of New Zealand. It is made up of three low-lying atolls in the south Pacific Ocean. 
Its people are New Zealand citizens. 
 

https://www.orataiao.org.nz/submission_from_orataiao_the_new_zealand_climate_and_health_council_to_the_united_nations_committee_on_the_rights_of_the_child_2016_day_of_discussion_children_s_rights_and_the_environment
https://www.orataiao.org.nz/submission_from_orataiao_the_new_zealand_climate_and_health_council_to_the_united_nations_committee_on_the_rights_of_the_child_2016_day_of_discussion_children_s_rights_and_the_environment
https://www.orataiao.org.nz/submission_from_orataiao_the_new_zealand_climate_and_health_council_to_the_united_nations_committee_on_the_rights_of_the_child_2016_day_of_discussion_children_s_rights_and_the_environment
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/orataiao/pages/518/attachments/original/1535425754/Orataiao_2016_Supplementary_paper_for_CRC_via_ACYA.pdf?1535425754
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/orataiao/pages/518/attachments/original/1535425754/Orataiao_2016_Supplementary_paper_for_CRC_via_ACYA.pdf?1535425754
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/orataiao/pages/518/attachments/original/1535425754/Orataiao_2016_Supplementary_paper_for_CRC_via_ACYA.pdf?1535425754


 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Rhys Jones, Hayley Bennett, Gay Keating, Alison Blaiklock in the Health and Human Rights 
Journal July 2014, 16/1   

This paper described how climate change is widely regarded as one of the most serious 
global health threats of the 21st century. Its impacts will be disproportionately borne by the 
most disadvantaged populations, including indigenous peoples. For Māori in Aotearoa/New 
Zealand, as with other indigenous peoples worldwide, colonization has led to dispossession 
of land, destabilization of cultural foundations, and social, economic, and political 
marginalization. Climate change threatens to exacerbate these processes, adding future 
insult to historical and contemporary injury. Yet the challenges posed by climate change are 
accompanied by considerable opportunities to advance indigenous rights and reduce health 
disparities. The paper examines issues related to climate change and Māori health using a 
right to health analytical framework, which identifies obligations for the New Zealand 
government. www.hhrjournal.org/2014/07/climate-change-and-the-right-to-health-for-
maori-in-aotearoanew-zealand 

OraTaiao is deeply concerned about Aotearoa3 New Zealand’s contribution to the rights of children 
and young people to thrive within a humanly adaptable climate, and to inherit the same 
environmental taonga (treasure) as previous generations have enjoyed.  

We submit that our nation’s failure to take the necessary actions illustrates the importance of the 
UN Committee providing an authoritative statement through the General Comment and holding 
State parties accountable for their actions. 

Aotearoa New Zealand is not taking the necessary actions to respect, protect and fulfil the rights of 
children to a safe, clean, healthy and sustainable environment. This fails children within our nation 
and our extraterritorial obligations to protect the rights of children globally.  

Yet Aotearoa New Zealand is blessed with natural resources, including arable lands, extensive 
oceans and relatively benign climate conditions for humans to easily thrive. Our country is very well-
placed financially to rapidly reduce our climate-damaging emissions and nurture our broader 
environment, while creating co-benefits by eliminating poverty and inequity, improving population 
health, and creating good sustainable future-focused jobs for everyone. Aotearoa New Zealand has 
no excuses not to act swiftly to protect the rights of our children and young people. 

Our concerns regarding Aotearoa New Zealand’s inaction in securing the rights of children and young 
people to a sufficiently stabilised climate within a safe, clean and healthy environment are threefold, 
being: 

1. Aotearoa New Zealand’s updated Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC) submitted to 
the 26th Conference of the Parties (COP26) late last year increased little from our previous 
NDC commitment, which was about a tenth of our global fair share, taking into account our 
nation’s relative wealth, high historic per capita climate damage, and previous commitments 

 
3 “Aotearoa” is the name given to New Zealand by the indigenous Māori people. Out of respect for Māori as the indigenous 
people of this country, OraTaiao uses the name Aotearoa News Zealand in this document.  

https://www.hhrjournal.org/2014/07/climate-change-and-the-right-to-health-for-maori-in-aotearoanew-zealand/
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to equitable differentiated responsibilities under the 2015 Paris Agreement and other UN 
agreements.  
 
The NDC submitted by Aotearoa New Zealand does not meet our Government’s Tiriti o 
Waitangi commitments4 to protect taonga (the treasures of Māori including the 
environment) or 2019 national legislation mandating that Aotearoa New Zealand contribute 
to the global effort under the Paris Agreement to limit the global average temperature 
increase to 1.5° Celsius above pre-industrial levels. We expect every other State to stabilise 
the climate on our behalf, while we do very little to make any difference. Yet Aotearoa New 
Zealand is in the best position to act rapidly and responsibly. 

 

2. Children and young people within Aotearoa New Zealand have repeatedly expressed their 
deep and widespread concern to inherit an environment with a stabilised climate where 
they can grow and thrive, enjoying the same rights as previous generations. Pre-pandemic, a 
series of school strikes across the country saw record numbers of children, young people 
and supporting adults march to demand climate protection. Unfortunately, the adults in 
charge of schools failed to understand science and maths as well as their students, so official 
banners from Aotearoa’s 2000+ schools were conspicuously absent5.  Mental health surveys 
of young people have documented climate concern as a major contributor to rising and 
concerning levels of anxiety.6 Despite this, there has been little inclusion of children in 
formal climate policy discussions and decision-making in Aotearoa.  Refusal to ensure that 
children and young people have reasons to believe in a hopeful future is a violation of their 
rights, including their right to health 

 

3. Although costly climate damage is already happening within Aotearoa New Zealand and 
globally, children and young people will experience the greatest harm and loss, amplifying 
existing inequities (which will already be accelerating with the looming COVID-19 pandemic-
related debt to future generations). Ultimately, if we fail to halve global emissions the 
children and young people of 2030 will be living in a world that’s warming beyond the 
humanly adaptable 1.5 degrees limit. The next few years are critical, yet business-as-usual 
mostly continues in Aotearoa New Zealand. Our schools continue to prepare children and 

 
4 Māori as the indigenous people of Aotearoa signed a treaty known as Te Tiriti o Waitangi (The Treaty of Waitangi) in 1840 
with the British Crown that guaranteed their rights. Aotearoa New Zealand supports the UN Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous People.  
5 OraTaiao, as an organisation of many medical professionals, supplied medical certificates for all students to be absent 
from school in support of the student-led strikes. See 
https://www.orataiao.org.nz/health_professionals_urge_collective_action_to_avert_climate_crisis   
6 Fleming T, Tiatia-Seath J, Peiris-John R, Sutcliffe K, Archer D, Bavin L, Crengle S, Clark T. Youth19 Rangatahi Smart Survey, 
Initial Findings: Hauora Hinengaro / Emotional and Mental Health. The Youth19 Research Group, The University of 
Auckland and Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand, 2020. https://www.youth19.ac.nz/s/Youth19-Mental-Health-
Report.pdf; media release https://www.youth19.ac.nz/s/Media-release-Study-sheds-light-on-the-state-of-mental-health-
and-wellbeing-amongst-New-Zealand-yout.pdf    

https://www.orataiao.org.nz/health_professionals_urge_collective_action_to_avert_climate_crisis
https://www.youth19.ac.nz/s/Youth19-Mental-Health-Report.pdf
https://www.youth19.ac.nz/s/Youth19-Mental-Health-Report.pdf
https://www.youth19.ac.nz/s/Media-release-Study-sheds-light-on-the-state-of-mental-health-and-wellbeing-amongst-New-Zealand-yout.pdf
https://www.youth19.ac.nz/s/Media-release-Study-sheds-light-on-the-state-of-mental-health-and-wellbeing-amongst-New-Zealand-yout.pdf


 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
young people for a future that, at this rate of climate and environmental protection, will not 
exist. We act as if children and young people do not face catastrophic existential threats.  

 

This is within the context of ongoing significant failures to uphold the rights of all children and young 
people in Aotearoa New Zealand. Our shameful rates of poverty, which especially harm children and 
young people, continue. Māori and Pasifika families are disproportionately harmed – despite the 
rights guaranteed in Te Tiriti o Waitangi signed in 1840 between Māori as first peoples and the 
Crown. Although OraTaiao is grateful that Aotearoa New Zealand has had very few deaths from 
COVID-19 to date, pandemic control costs have been disproportionately carried by children and 
young people, especially within families already suffering income inadequacy. This is the same 
pattern that has been happening with the impact of the climate crisis. 

 

Again, we thank the Committee for this important work, and we would value the opportunity to 
comment on the first draft of General Comment No. 26 on Children’s Rights and the Environment 
with a Special Focus on Climate Change.  

 

 

Summer Wright 
Co-convenor, OraTaiao: New Zealand Climate & Health Council 
 

 

Dr Dermot Coffey, 
Co-convenor, OraTaiao: New Zealand Climate & Health Council 
Mobile 021 0267 5452 
Co-convenor@orataiao.org.nz  

www.orataiao.org.nz | www.facebook.com/OraTaiao | https://twitter.com/orataiao  
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Attachments: 

1. Submission from OraTaiao: The New Zealand Climate and Health Council to the United 
Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child 2016 Day of Discussion “Children’s Rights 
and the Environment” July 2016 

2. Submission from OraTaiao: Supplementary information for the UN Committee on the 
Rights of the Child provided by OraTaiao on behalf of Action for Children and Youth 
Aotearoa, August 2016  

3. Climate Change and the Right to Health for Māori in Aotearoa/New Zealand, HHRJ 2014 

 

 

About OraTaiao  

OraTaiao: The New Zealand Climate and Health Council is an organisation calling for urgent, fair, and 
Tiriti based climate action in Aotearoa; we recognise the important co-benefits to health, well-being 
and fairness from strong and well-designed mitigative policies. We honour Māori aspirations, are 
committed to the principles of Te Tiriti o Waitangi, and strive to reduce inequities between Māori 
and other New Zealanders. We are guided in our practice by the concepts of kaitiakitanga 
(guardianship), kotahitanga (unity), manaakitanga (caring), and whakatipuranga (future 
generations).  

OraTaiao has grown over a decade to more than 700 health professionals concerned with: 

● The negative impacts of climate change on health, well-being, and fairness.  

● The gains to health, well-being, and fairness that are possible through strong, health 
centred climate action.  

● Highlighting the impacts of climate change on those who already experience disadvantage 
or ill-health (i.e., equity impacts).  

● Reducing the health sector's contribution to climate change.  

As well as individual and organisational members, we are backed by 19 of New Zealand’s leading 
health professional organisations for our Health Professionals Joint Call to Action on Climate Change 
and Health (see https://www.orataiao.org.nz/friends_and_supporters). This support includes the 
New Zealand Medical Association, the New Zealand Nurses Organisation and the Public Health 
Association, plus numerous specialist colleges. Together, these organisations represent tens of 
thousands of our country’s health workforce. As a member of the Global Climate & Health Alliance, 
we work with a worldwide movement of health professionals and health organisations focused on 
the urgent health challenges of climate change - and the health opportunities of climate action. 
OraTaiao signed the Doha Declaration on Climate, Health and Wellbeing of December 2012, which 
reflects this international perspective. 

https://www.orataiao.org.nz/friends_and_supporters

