CHAPTER 10

EU and Tiirkiye in Climate Justice for
Children: Governance and Civil Society

Siikrii Cicioglu!, Filiz Cicioglu?

1. Introduction

The climate crisis, one of today’s most significant global challenges, poses a
multifaceted threat to children’s lives. Although today’s children are the group
least responsible for climate change, they are disproportionately affected by its
devastating consequences. In many parts of the world, children face numerous
climate-related events, including severe droughts and floods, air pollution, water
scarcity, malnutrition, and disease. According to UNICEEF, almost every child
on the planet is exposed to at least one climate or environmental threat, and one
in four deaths of children under the age of five worldwide is linked to unhealthy
environmental conditions. Currently, approximately 1 billion children—nearly
half of all children—Ilive in countries at “extremely high risk” from the effects
of climate change. As the effects of climate change intensify, so will these risks.
Therefore, the climate crisis is not only an environmental issue but also an issue
of intergenerational justice and children’s rights.

This study aims to present a comparative analysis of climate justice
policies for children in the European Union (EU) and Tiirkiye. The EU, as
a well-established supranational structure, has comprehensive climate and
environmental policies, as well as common standards on children’s rights.
Tiirkiye, as a developing country and an EU candidate country, is striving to
integrate into the global climate regime and is also working to align with the EU
acquis. This study is based on a qualitative research design and was conducted
through a document and literature review. The aim is to conduct an in-depth
analysis of the climate policies in the EU and Tiirkiye from the perspective of
children’s rights and climate justice, highlighting the successes, shortcomings,
and lessons to be learned from each context.

Despite the growing recognition of the climate crisis as a children’s rights
issue, the existing literature remains fragmented. Most studies tend to focus
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either on climate policy frameworks or on children’s rights separately, without
sufficiently examining their intersection. Moreover, comparative analyses that
evaluate different governance models—particularly between supranational
entities such as the European Union and candidate countries such as Ttirkiye—
remain limited. This gap is especially evident in studies that adopt a climate
justice perspective and systematically assess how children are positioned within
climate governance structures.

In order to address this gap, this study aims to answer the following research
questions:

1. How are children positioned within climate justice frameworks in the
European Union and Tirkiye?

2. To what extent do climate governance structures in the EU and Turkiye
enable the participation of children and young people in decision-making
processes?

3. How do the two cases differ in terms of distributive, procedural, and
intergenerational dimensions of climate justice?

By addressing these questions, the study seeks to provide a theoretically
informed comparative analysis of child-centered climate governance. In doing
so, it contributes to the literature by bridging the gap between climate policy
studies and children’s rights scholarship, while also offering insights into the
role of governance structures and civil society in shaping more inclusive and
just climate policies.

Official policy documents, strategies, and international reports were used as
the primary data sources. On the European Union side, key documents such as
the European Green Deal, the EU Climate Law, the EU Strategy on the Rights
of the Child (2021), and the European Child Guarantee were examined. On
the Turkish side, the policy frameworks prepared following the ratification of
the Paris Agreement (2021) were scrutinized. In particular, Tiirkiye’s 2053 Net
Zero Target, the updated Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC), the
subsequent decisions of the 2022 Climate Council, the Climate Law (2025),
and climate strategies (e.g., the 2023-2030 Climate Adaptation and Climate
Mitigation Plans) were examined. In addition, reports from UN agencies such
as UNICEE indices such as the UNICEF Children’s Climate Risk Index, and
academic studies were reviewed in both the EU and Turkish contexts. These
sources ensured that the study was data-driven and up to date.

The comparative analysis design aims to systematically compare the
similarities and differences between the EU and Tiirkiye. To this end, key thematic
categories were identified for the analysis: (1) the impacts of the climate crisis
on children and the responses to these impacts; (2) the positioning of children’s
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rights in climate policies; (3) governance and administrative structures (the role
of multi-level governance in the EU versus centralized structures in Tiirkiye);
(4) the participation of children and young people (involvement in decision-
making processes, civil society, and movements); (5) the legal and institutional
framework (children’s environmental rights, climate litigation, ombudsman
mechanisms, etc.); and (6) policy outputs (concrete programs, action plans, and
budget allocations). Under these categories, the EU and Tuirkiye were examined
separately, and the findings were evaluated comparatively.

As part of the methodology, stakeholder views and civil society perspectives
were also reflected as much as possible in both contexts. For example, on the EU
side, the outputs of the European Commission’s children’s consultation platform
and the assessments of European civil society networks (e.g., Eurochild and Save
the Children) were examined. On the Turkish side, the participation of youth
representatives in the Climate Council, the demands of youth organizations, and
the reports and statements of relevant non-governmental organizations (e.g.,
TEMA, the Chamber of Environmental Engineers, and Youth for Climate)

were examined.

Within the scope of the study’s limitations and assumptions, this work is
largely a policy and legal analysis based on existing documents and does not
include empirical research assessing outcomes in practice. For example, no
primary data were collected to measure the impact of a particular policy on
children’s lives. Instead, findings from the relevant literature and data from
official reports were compiled and used. Furthermore, given the significant
differences between the EU and Tiirkiye in terms of both economic development
and administrative structure, each context was evaluated on its own terms in the
comparison. The aim is not to privilege one case over the other or to arrive at an
absolute judgement, but to identify lessons learned and areas for improvement.

2. Theoretical Framework: Climate Justice and Children’s Rights

Among the scholars who have made theoretical contributions to the
literature on climate justice and children’s rights, the work of David Schlosberg,
Amartya Sen, and Martha Nussbaum stands out. The strongest common thread
among these three scholars is their approach to justice: they do not view it solely
through the lens of income, resources, or abstract rights, but rather in terms of
how people actually live, what they are able to do, and the life opportunities
available to them. For this reason, particularly when climate justice and children
are considered together, Sen and Nussbaum stand out as the founding theorists
of the Capability Approach, while Schlosberg is recognized as the figure who
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applied this approach to climate justice and adaptation policies.?

Sen’s fundamental theoretical contribution lies in evaluating justice not by
the goods people possess, but by what they are actually able to do and become—
that is, by their capabilities. What matters in this approach is not merely that
a person possesses a resource, but that they can transform that resource into
real freedoms such as health, education, nutrition, political participation, and a
secure life. This framework is particularly important for children, as it becomes
evident that, even when they have access to the same resources, children do
not have the same life chances and require support, especially in areas such as
health and education (Robeyns, 2020). In the context of climate justice, Sen’s
contribution lies in rethinking sustainability not merely as “meeting current
needs,” but as safeguarding the freedoms and capacities of both present and
future generations. Sen argues that environmental and climate issues must not
narrow the options available to future generations. He also views public debate
and democratic deliberation as central to climate governance; thus, climate
justice is not merely a technical environmental policy issue, but also an ethical
and democratic problem of public reasoning (Sen, 1979).

According to Sen, justice is not merely about how resources (money, food,
and energy) are distributed; it concerns the extent to which these resources
can be transformed into “functionings” by the individual (Sen, 1999). Climate
change strips children of their future capacity for agency. From Sen’s perspective,
climate justice entails protecting children’s freedom to grow up in a healthy
environment and to shape their own lives (Sen, 1999). In summary, the
Capabilities Approach, while defending the right to play in the context of the
climate crisis, emphasizes that play is an indispensable functioning that builds
a child’s physical, mental, and social capacities, and that protecting this right is
a moral imperative for states (Schlosberg, 2012, p. 445)

Nussbaum transforms Sen’s more open-ended capabilities approach
into a more normative and institutional framework. Her most well-known
contribution is the concept of central human capabilities that states and societies
must safeguard. Areas such as life, physical health, bodily integrity, senses,
imagination and thought, emotions, practical reason, relating to others, play,
and control over one’s environment constitute the minimum threshold of a just
society. This framework is particularly useful in the context of climate justice,
as it allows us to interpret the harms of climate change not merely as economic
losses but as losses of multiple capacities (Nussbaum, 1997).

3> Sen lays the theoretical groundwork, Nussbaum lists children’s basic needs (health, play, and livelihood),
and Schlosberg emphasizes that for these rights to be defended, children’s voices must be heard within the
political system (through participation and recognition).

257



Climate Justice for Children: Impacts of Climate Change and Solutions

Nussbaum’s contribution regarding children is even more pronounced. The
work of Nussbaum and Rosalind Dixon explicitly argues why children’s rights
might warrant special priority. Two main reasons are emphasized. The first is
children’s special vulnerability; children are physically, emotionally, economically,
and legally dependent on adults. The second is the cost-effectiveness/fertility
argument, according to which a capacity protected in childhood strengthens
many other capacities later in life, whereas severe deprivations experienced
in childhood can create lifelong “grinding disadvantages” (Nussbaum and
Dixon, 2012). Nussbaum further argues that children should be viewed not
merely as future full citizens, but as individuals deserving of dignity in the
present. Therefore, the rights to education, health, safety, and development
are not matters that can be postponed; they are demands for justice that must
be safeguarded today. Applied to the climate context, this means that the
destruction of children’s central capacities through floods, droughts, extreme
heat, air pollution, and displacement constitutes a direct issue of justice

(Nussbaum, 1997).

In Schlosberg’s work, climate justice is typically conceptualized through
three interrelated dimensions: distributive justice, procedural justice, and
recognition/intergenerational justice. Distributive justice refers to inequalities in
exposure to climate risks and access to resources. Empirical and theoretical studies
show that climate change disproportionately affects vulnerable populations,
including children, who contribute the least to greenhouse gas emissions yet
face the most severe consequences. Procedural justice focuses on ensuring that
decision-making processes are fair and inclusive. It emphasizes the importance
of participation, representation, and voice in governance structures. Climate
governance research shows that inclusive and participatory processes lead to
fairer and more effective policy outcomes, particularly when marginalized groups
are actively involved. A third fundamental dimension concerns recognition and
intergenerational justice, highlighting the need to acknowledge historically
marginalized groups and future generations (Schlosberg, 2007).

In short, Schlosberg’s contribution can be summarized as follows:

Climate justice = fair distribution of emissions + recognition of vulnerable
communities + protection of basic capacities + justice-centered design of
adaptation policies.

This formulation is particularly useful for placing children at the center of
climate justice (Schlosberg, 2012).
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Table 1.

Differences Among Key Theoretical Approaches in the Field of Climate Justice and
Children

Theorist Key Contribution to Theoretical Significance
eorts Climate Justice Regarding Children
. . Although children are not the
Defines climate justice not . . .
. direct focus of his work, his
only in terms of carbon .
harine. but also in terms of framework for protecting the

David Schlosberg ° & capacities of vulnerable groups

vulnerability, recognition,

and the protection of most affected by climate

change is highly applicable to

capacities.

children.
Conceives of sustainability  Places children’s health,
y
not as the “satisfaction education, and life chances
of needs,” but as the at the center of justice and

Amartya Sen protection of freedoms and  interprets child well-being

capacities for both present  through the lens of genuine

and future generations. freedoms.
Argues that children are not
Offers a more concrete merely “future adults,” but
Martha normative framework rights-bearing individuals
Nussbaum applicable to climate deserving of dignity, and
justice. develops a rationale for giving

children special priority.

Source: Prepared by the authors based on the theoretical literature.

3. Tiirkiye's Position in the World and Europe According to
the Children’s Climate Risk Index (CCRI)

It is well established that certain groups within society are more vulnerable to
the effects of climate change. Children are one such group. They are more affected
by climate change due to their ongoing development and their relative physical
and social vulnerability. These effects can be divided into two categories: direct
and indirect. Direct effects include sudden temperature changes and natural
disasters such as storms, hurricanes, floods, and wildfires. Indirect effects include
health problems associated with climate change. These health problems vary
according to the age and developmental characteristics of children, beginning
in the intrauterine period. Exposure of the mother to excessive heat during
pregnancy can adversely affect the fetus, resulting in premature birth. In older
infants and children, climate change may contribute to infectious, vector-borne,
and respiratory diseases (Temiz Kirct & Kiziler, 2023, p. 22).
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Projections for the 2050s suggest that eight times more children will be
exposed to extreme heatwaves compared to the 2000s, while the number of
children affected by river floods is expected to triple. UNICEF has summarized
these risks using the Children’s Climate Risk Index (CCRI), which classifies
countries according to children’s exposure and vulnerability (UNICEF, 2024a).
The CCRI is a global indicator developed by UNICEF that measures countries’
risk based on children’s exposure to climate change-related hazards and their
vulnerability to those hazards. The index combines the degree to which children
are affected by climate and environmental shocks (e.g., floods, droughts, and
heatwaves) with vulnerability factors such as access to social services to generate
a risk score and ranking for each country. UNICEF’s CCRI was first published
in 2021 and has since become the principal global data source on climate-related
risks to children. Currently, no regularly updated CCRI datasets covering
subsequent years (e.g., 2022-2025) are publicly available; therefore, the 2021
report remains the primary global reference.

The CCRI is structured around two core components:

1. Exposure to climate and environmental hazards, shocks, and stresses
(including water scarcity).

2. Children’s vulnerability and fragility.

Across these two dimensions, the CCRI combines 57 variables to measure
risk in each country and region (UNICEF, 2021).

According to the CCRI, the following numbers of children are exposed to
major climate and environmental risks:

* 240 million children are exposed to coastal flooding;
* 330 million children are exposed to river flooding;
* 400 million children are exposed to cyclones;

* 600 million children are exposed to vector-borne diseases (i.e., diseases
transmitted by ticks, mosquitoes, fleas, and similar vectors);

e 815 million children are exposed to lead pollution;
e 820 million children are exposed to heatwaves;
* 920 million children are exposed to water scarcity; and

* 1 billion children are exposed to increasing air pollution (Goksoy
Sevingli & Bayrakci, 2021: 2706).

CCRI score ranges are generally classified as follows (UNICEE 2021):
e 7.1-10: Extremely high risk
e 5.5-7.0: High risk

260



EU and Trkiye in Climate Justice for Children

e 3.8-5.4: Moderate risk
e 2.1-3.7: Moderate-low risk
e <2.0:Lowrisk

According to the CCRI, nearly half of the world’s children live in countries
classified as being at extremely high risk. The fact that most of these children
live in countries that contribute only 9% of global carbon dioxide emissions, yet
have the highest CCRI scores, clearly illustrates the climate injustice experienced
by children. Therefore, although children and young people are the groups least
responsible for climate change, they are also those who are likely to be most
affected by its consequences. (Selek Erikli, 2022, p. 60)

In Africa, 39 of the 49 countries with available data fall within the
“extremely high” or “high” risk categories. This finding indicates that children
living in low-income countries are particularly vulnerable to the harms caused
by climate change. In 2021, more than three-quarters of humanitarian appeals
to the United Nations were at least partly attributable to extreme weather events,
compared with 36% in 2000. Despite their high vulnerability, children have
often been overlooked in climate responses. Only 2.4% of climate finance from
multilateral climate funds supports projects that include activities specifically
targeting children (UNICEE 2023a).

According to UNICEF’s 2021 assessment of 197 countries, the ten countries
with the highest CCRI scores are all located in Africa. By contrast, the ten
countries with the lowest scores are all located in Europe. Children in Africa
are therefore exposed to the adverse effects of climate change to a much greater
extent and are in a significantly more vulnerable position. After Africa, South
Asian countries such as Pakistan, Bangladesh, and India are among the highest-
risk countries. Risks such as water scarcity, floods, extreme heat, and limited
access to healthcare seriously affect children in these countries (Affairs Cloud,
2021). Tirkiye ranks 97th with a score of 4.4 and is classified as a moderate-
risk country.

Table 2.

Tiirkiye and Selected European Countries According to CCRI Scores (2021)
Country CCRI Risk Level Overall Ranking
Tiirkiye 4.4 Moderate 97th
France 4.1 Moderate 102nd

Italy 4.1 Moderate 102nd
Poland 3.5 Moderate-Low 126th
Greece 3.3 Moderate-Low 128th
Croatia 3.2 Moderate-Low 130th

Hungary 3.2 Moderate-Low 130th
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Germany 2.6 Moderate-Low 142nd
Belgium 2.5 Moderate-Low 145th
Southern Europe (Portugal) 3.0 Moderate-Low 135th
Switzerland 2.4  Moderate-Low 147th
Sweden 1.8 Low 158th
Estonia 1.7 Low 159th
Ireland 2.1 Low 154th
Austria 2.1 Low 154th
Iceland 1.0 Low 163rd

Source: UNICEF (2021), The Climate Crisis Is A Child Rights Crisis, Summary Edition.

Countries in Northern and Western Europe, such as Germany, Switzerland,
Belgium, and Sweden, have lower CCRI scores and fall within the low- or
moderate-low-risk categories. Some Eastern and Southern European countries,
such as Poland, Greece, and Croatia, have scores closer to Tiirkiye’s, although
they generally rank lower in terms of climate risk. Countries such as Iceland
and Estonia have the lowest risk levels due to both lower exposure to climate
hazards and lower levels of child vulnerability. These countries also benefit from
stronger infrastructure, better access to services, and greater capacity to combat
climate change.

As shown in Table 2, children in Turkiye are more vulnerable to climate-
related risks than children in countries such as Germany and Sweden. Their
level of risk is comparable to that of children in France and Italy, but remains
substantially lower than that observed in many countries in Africa and South
Asia. The latitude factor should also be taken into account when interpreting the
similar risk levels of Turkiye, France, Italy, and Spain. At the same time, these
countries, which are full members of the EU, have higher levels of infrastructure,
access to services and capacity to combat climate change than Tiirkiye. This
suggests that Tiirkiye has not yet reached the level of many EU member states
in terms of infrastructure, water and environmental management, child health,
and social protection, but also indicates that it is not among the countries facing

the highest levels of risk.

4. Climate Policies for Children’s Rights in the European
Union and the Role of Civil Society

The European Union’s increasingly holistic approach to children’s rights and
climate policies has led to the emergence of not only institutional documents
but also social actors as key drivers in this field. The EU Strategy on the Rights of
the Child, the European Child Guarantee, and climate adaptation policies create
a normative framework that recognizes children’s vulnerability; however, the
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implementation of this framework relies heavily on the advocacy, monitoring,
and participatory activities of civil society. As a result, child-focused climate
governance in the EU is shaped not only by top-down policymaking but also
by bottom-up societal demands. In this context, civil society emerges as a key
actor in making children’s position in the climate crisis visible and in bringing
their concerns into policy processes.

4.1. Climate Policies for Children’s Rights in the European
Union: Strategies and Documents

The European Union has undergone a significant strategic transformation
in recent years in integrating children’s rights into climate and social policies.
The European Green Deal, the EU’s climate targets, the European Climate Law,
and child-focused initiatives such as the EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child
(2021) and the European Child Guarantee represent pioneering steps in this
area. The European Green Deal, announced by the European Commission in
December 2019, formally set out the EU’s goal of achieving climate neutrality
by 2050. This transformation process, which spans numerous sectors, aims
not only to ensure environmental sustainability but also to preserve social
justice. As Ursula von der Leyen emphasized, this policy framework is built
on a sense of responsibility towards children and future generations (European
Commission, 2019). The European Climate Law, which came into force in
2021, translates the objectives of the European Green Deal into binding
legislation. By making the EU’s targets of achieving net-zero emissions by
2050 and reducing emissions by at least 55% by 2030 legally binding, the law
requires Member States to develop national policies to achieve these targets
and to monitor and report progress. In the EU’s climate governance system,
the EU institutions (the Commission, the Council, and the Parliament) set the
framework and targets, while implementation is largely carried out by Member
States and local authorities. Climate governance thus encompasses not only
environmental protection but also the management of the social impacts of
the green transition. The Just Transition Fund, established under the Green
Deal, provides financial support to workers and local economies in regions
dependent on carbon-intensive sectors. This mechanism represents one of the
key instruments through which social justice is incorporated into EU climate
policy (Portakal et al., 2024).

One of the key documents at the intersection of climate policy and children’s
rights in the EU is the EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child, adopted by the
European Commission in 2021. The Strategy lists the protection of children’s
rights, equal access, participation, and well-being among its fundamental
objectives and envisages the mainstreaming of this approach across all EU policy
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areas. Its principal normative foundations are the EU Charter of Fundamental
Rights and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. The
Strategy defines children as active individuals in both the present and the future
and emphasizes the importance of positioning them as actors who are aware of
structural risks such as environmental changes and the climate crisis. Although
the Strategy is not a climate policy document per se, it addresses climate
change and environmental crises as risk factors in the context of protecting and
promoting children’s rights. The document explicitly recognizes that children
are particularly vulnerable to the climate crisis and should therefore be involved
in relevant policy processes. This approach encourages the assessment of climate
change within a human rights framework and, more specifically, within the
framework of children’s rights. (European Commission, 2021a). One of the
Strategy’s notable features is its recognition of every child’s right to live in a
clean and healthy environment and its incorporation of environmental concerns
into the children’s rights agenda. The document states that every child has the
right to live on a clean and healthy planet and lists policy recommendations
for realizing this right. It sets out objectives such as protecting children from
hazardous chemicals, air pollution and toxic substances, and safeguarding nature
and biodiversity for children (EDC Free Europe, 2021).

Consulting children directly during the preparation of the EU Strategy
on the Rights of the Child was an important element that strengthened the
participatory nature of the process. The European Commission received
contributions from more than 10,000 children through large-scale consultations
covering all Member States. During this process, children particularly expressed
their expectations and concerns regarding the environment and climate
change. In line with these contributions, the Strategy was framed to recognize
children’s vulnerability to the climate crisis and to incorporate the protective
and preventive policies they demanded. The EU Children’s Participation
Platform, established in 2022 as one of the Strategy’s implementation tools,
enables children to contribute their views to policymaking processes at the EU
level. Through this platform, child representatives can interact directly with
decision-makers on a range of issues, including climate and environmental
policy. In this way, the European Union has developed a mechanism to take
children’s voices into account at an institutional level in climate policies
(European Commission, 2021a).

The European Child Guarantee, adopted through the EU Council
Recommendation of 14 June 2021, is one of the key implementation tools
forming the social policy pillar of the European Union’s 2021 EU Strategy on the
Rights of the Child. Given that the climate crisis and environmental degradation
negatively affect child poverty, health conditions, and living environments, the
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European Child Guarantee serves as a social policy instrument that indirectly
supports children’s right to live in a healthy, safe, and sustainable environment.
In this respect, the Guarantee is a social policy tool that helps protect children
during the EU’s green transition process. For example, climate-related shocks
such as rising energy prices and food insecurity can disproportionately affect
poverty-stricken children; measures implemented under the Child Guarantee
(e.g., free school meals and housing support) also help mitigate these effects
(European Commission, 2021b). The critical importance of the Child Guarantee
in terms of climate justice lies in its direct focus on problems such as energy
poverty and housing insecurity, which are exacerbated by the climate crisis.
The Guarantee requires Member States to prepare National Action Plans and
stipulates that these plans must include specific and measurable interventions
for children living in energy-inefhicient housing or facing difficulties in accessing
healthy food. This approach is a concrete example of governance that integrates
climate change adaptation policies with social protection mechanisms (The EU
Alliance for Investing in Children, 2023).

In addition to the EU-level framework, Member States are implementing
various national initiatives concerning children and climate change. For example,
climate education has become part of the curriculum in many European
countries. Italy was one of the first countries to make climate change and
sustainability education compulsory in schools in 2020 (Pinar, 2019). Countries
such as France and Germany are also strengthening environmental education
in a similar manner. The Nordic countries have traditionally adopted a strong
approach to raising children in close contact with nature. In this context, forest
school initiatives contribute to raising awareness of the climate crisis from an

early age (Mut, 2023).

Another notable example from EU countries concerns child participation.
In this context, the Irish Parliament convened a Youth Climate Assembly in
2019 and compiled its recommendations into an official report National Youth
Council of Ireland (NYCI, n.d.)). Similarly, Scotland organized a Children’s
Climate Assembly in 2021 (Children’s Parliament), in which children aged 9-14
presented their ideas on climate change to the government. Such examples serve
as models for how children’s participation in climate governance can be achieved
in practice. Furthermore, some EU Member States have developed institutional
mechanisms to protect the rights of future generations. For example, countries
such as Finland and Ireland have discussed establishing a future generations
ombudsman or similar institutions, while Wales has created the office of the
Future Generations Commissioner (Karaer, 2022, p. 302)T. This office aims to
monitor the sustainability of decisions on behalf of future generations, including
today’s children.
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The EU places particular emphasis on children’s health in the development
of its environmental protection policies. The 2024 revision of the EU Air
Quality Directives seeks to align EU standards with the World Health
Organization’s stricter air quality guidelines. The goal in this process is to
reduce the negative health effects of air pollution, particularly for vulnerable
groups such as children. The EU’s process of reviewing air quality standards
brings the right to breathe clean air to the fore within both health-based and
rights-based frameworks. Assessments conducted at the EU level emphasize
that air pollution poses serious health risks, particularly for children and young
people. For example, reports by the European Environment Agency state
that air pollution leads to premature deaths and long-term health effects in
children; therefore, air quality policies must be designed to protect children’s
health (Euronews, 2023). Another policy area directly affecting children is the
European Chemicals Strategy (2020), which aims to introduce stricter controls
and restrictions on the use of hazardous chemicals in products such as toys,
childcare articles, and other consumer goods. This strategy sets out a policy
commitment to reduce and eliminate hazardous chemicals in products with
which children come into contact, and this objective is being operationalized
through subsequent legislation. In this context, the phase-out of substances such
as endocrine-disrupting chemicals (EDCs), which can adversely affect children’s
hormonal systems and development, is an important component of the strategy
(European Commission, Chemicals Strategy).

The EU also pursues policies aimed at adapting to some of the inevitable
effects of climate change. The new EU Climate Adaptation Strategy, announced
in 2021, aims to increase the resilience of Member States to events such as floods,
wildfires, and heatwaves. In this context, the protection of vulnerable groups
(the elderly, children, etc.) has been identified as an important objective. For
example, measures such as creating air-conditioned cooling spaces in cities during
periods of extreme heat, improving air conditioning and shading infrastructure
in schools, and taking children’s needs into account in emergency plans are
encouraged (Eur-Lex, 2021). Furthermore, countries such as France and Spain
have prepared school action plans to respond to severe heatwaves, introducing
regulations such as closing schools earlier or restricting sports activities on days
when temperatures exceed certain levels (Slavcheva et al. 2025). In Germany,
local authorities are relocating schools and nursery buildings to safer areas and
constructing protective infrastructure against river flooding (Truedinger et al.,
2023, p. 15)Serge.

As a result, the European Union’s climate governance and child-related
policies are evolving in an increasingly integrated manner. Developments
within the EU indicate that children’s specific vulnerability in the context of
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the climate crisis is being recognized and that policies are being developed to
address this vulnerability. Children’s right to live in a clean environment is
explicitly recognized in EU strategy documents, child participation mechanisms
have been established, and just transition policies have been designed with a
strong social dimension. Of course, there are challenges in implementation
and differences among Member States, but the EU’s overall orientation is
towards viewing climate action through the lens of human rights and children’s
rights. This experience offers important lessons for other countries and regional
organizations. These policy instruments indicate that the EU incorporates
children primarily through a procedural and welfare-oriented approach;
however, the limited direct legal recognition of children in climate law suggests
a gap in distributive justice.

4.2. The Role of Civil Society in the European Union’s Climate
Policies on Children’s Rights: Awareness, Monitoring, and
Participation

The role of civil society in the European Union’s climate governance
and children’s rights agenda is critical for both democratizing policymaking
processes and shaping policy content in ways that promote social justice. The
EU legal framework generally regulates the participation of non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) in policy processes within a transparent, regular and
institutionalized dialogue framework. This framework enables civil society
organizations to bring their knowledge, experience and social demands to
policymaking and promotes more inclusive governance in the areas of climate
and social policy (Monciatti and Marcu, 2022).

Civil society networks play a crucial role in policy processes within the
framework of climate governance, particularly the European Green Deal. NGOs
focusing on the environment, climate justice, and sustainable development
carry out consultation, research, and advocacy activities during the drafting of
policy documents at the EU level. Networks such as the Civil Society Forum
for Sustainability facilitate coordination among NGOs on issues related to the
European Green Deal and help develop joint proposals for decision-making
processes. Such networks aim to make citizens’ voices heard in climate policies

(SDG Watch Group, 2023).

Civil society contributions are also decisive in the EU’s child-related policies,
and the effects of the climate crisis on children are increasingly incorporated
into the scope of these policies. As mentioned above, the EU Strategy on the
Rights of the Child, announced by the European Commission in March 2021,
is a comprehensive roadmap that aims to strengthen children’s rights in six
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priority areas. The preparation of this Strategy involved civil society and child
participation. Children’s rights organizations and networks such as Eurochild,
UNICEE and Save the Children actively contributed to the consultations held
to shape the Strategy. The views of more than 10,000 children were collected
through surveys and working groups and were reflected in the final document.
While defining the right of all children to the best possible life, the European
Commission explicitly stated that this right includes the elements of “living
on a clean and healthy planet” and “recognizing and respecting the natural
environment” (European Commission, 2021b). Thus, living in a healthy
environment is recognized as an integral part of children’s rights. The Strategy also
acknowledges that children are active citizens and agents of change, proposing
concrete steps to strengthen their participation in democratic processes. In this
context, commitments include establishing an EU Children’s Participation
Platform, promoting child-friendly language and tools, and ensuring the
systematic participation of children in decision-making processes at all levels.
Particularly in relation to climate and environmental issues, the Strategy
envisages involving schools and young people in the European Climate Pact. It
empbhasizes that children can play a role as Climate Pact Ambassadors and that
the Climate Coalition for Education initiative will enable children to become
“agents of change” through sustainability education in schools. These initiatives
are a reflection of the participatory approach that civil society organizations have
advocated for many years and aim to institutionalize children’s voices in climate
governance (World Vision, 2021).

Like the EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child, the European Child
Guarantee is an important step forward for children’s rights in the EU. This idea
was first brought to the agenda through advocacy by civil society and the European
Parliament. Many children’s rights organizations, led by Eurochild, convinced the
EU to develop a concrete mechanism targeting child poverty through a campaign
thatlasted for several years. Implemented with a participatory governance approach,
the Child Guarantee also makes important contributions at the intersection of
climate justice and children’s rights. Improving access to basic services for poverty-
stricken families and children, thereby increasing resilience to energy poverty or
climate-related social risks, is a requirement of both climate justice and children’s
rights. For example, while the Social Climate Fund established under the Green
Deal aims to support low-income households (mostly families with children)
in the energy transition, the Child Guarantee similarly contributes to the social
balancing of climate policies by safeguarding children’s housing, nutrition, and
health. This holistic approach is the embodiment of the principle of “leaving no
one and no child behind,” which civil society has consistently advocated in the
context of climate action (Eurochild, 2025).
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Internationally, organizations such as UNICEF and Save the Children
have drawn attention to the climate crisis and shared various data. These
findings have informed EU institutions and attracted their attention.
When the European Parliament declared a climate emergency in 2019 and
worked on climate legislation during the 2020s, it brought the principle of
intergenerational justice to the agenda by referring to youth climate strikes
(Eur-Lex, 2019). Similarly, the Council of the European Union and the
European Commission have increasingly emphasized “the future of children
and young people” in post-2021 climate policies. While discussing the long-
term societal benefits of climate action, these institutions have used the fact
that today’s children will become tomorrow’s adults as a political justification.
Youth coalitions such as GCE (Generation Climate Europe, 2020) have also
accelerated this transformation. Established in 2019, GCE has created a
Europe-wide platform that brings together more than 460 national youth
organizations representing over 20 million young people. As the largest youth-
led climate coalition, GCE is making young people’s voices heard in Brussels
and demanding stronger climate action from the EU. GCE and similar
networks are working to increase the number of seats allocated to young
people in EU decision-making mechanisms, ensure that youth organizations
have a say in formal consultation processes, and translate the principle of
intergenerational equity into climate policies through concrete decisions.
Indeed, in 2022, preparations began for an Intergenerational Fairness Strategy
at the EU level for the first time, and youth representatives and children’s
rights advocates contributed their views during this process. Eurochild and its
partners recommended that the right to a “safe, clean, healthy, and sustainable
environment” be explicitly included in this strategy (Eurochild, 2025).

The role of European civil society is not limited to contributing to the EU’s
internal policy; in the field of foreign policy, child rights and environment-focused
civil society initiatives also influence the EU’s global cooperation programs. For
example, projects carried out with UNICEF and advocacy activities involving
local civil society actors provide decision-makers with information, particularly
in areas such as monitoring child rights violations and data collection. In this
context, NGOs act as an impact mechanism that highlights children’s needs
and perspectives both in the EU’s cooperation with national governments and
in joint efforts with international organizations (UNICEF, 2023b). The climate
justice perspective, in particular, has been strengthened through civil society
advocacy activities aimed at protecting the rights of children and young people.
International organizations such as UNICEF define the climate crisis as a
“children’s rights crisis” and emphasize that protecting children from the effects
of climate change is not only an environmental imperative but also a human
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rights obligation. UNICEF reports call for child-sensitive climate policies to
support the development of policies that incorporate child-specific sensitivities
into climate plans at both national and international levels; this call constitutes
an integral part of civil society’s advocacy agenda (UNICEE, 2022).

Ultimately, it can be argued that civil society is an indispensable actor
at the intersection of the EU’s climate governance and children’s policies. At
the institutional level, civil society organizations strive to open channels of
participation for children and young people, ensure their inclusion in climate
decision-making processes, and promote rights-based approaches. Advocacy
campaigns have raised awareness among both the European public and EU
institutions that climate change is also a children’s rights issue. In terms of
child- and youth-focused initiatives, numerous projects, such as environmental
education programs run by UNICEF and its partners across the EU, Youth-
Friendly Cities initiatives, and youth networks of climate ambassadors,
are implemented with the facilitation of civil society. Such projects create
opportunities for children to adapt to the climate crisis, develop their own ideas
for solutions, and communicate directly with decision-makers. Ultimately, civil
society actors have influenced the EU policy agenda by incorporating a children’s
rights perspective into key documents such as the European Green Deal, the EU
Strategy on the Rights of the Child, and the European Child Guarantee, while
also participating as stakeholders in their implementation (UNICEF, 2020).
With the continuous monitoring and contributions of civil society, the EU’s
climate and child-related policies are evolving in a more holistic, participatory,
and equitable direction. These developments demonstrate that climate justice
cannot be considered separately from the protection of children’s rights and that
effective governance is only possible with the full participation of children and
the civil society organizations representing them in decision-making processes.
Thus, at the EU level, civil society successfully assumes the role of both advocate
and safeguard for children in the face of the climate crisis; by bringing together
climate governance and children’s rights policies on a common humanitarian
basis, it contributes to the goal of leaving a more livable world for future
generations.

5. Climate Policies for Children’'s Rights in Tiirkiye and the
Role of Civil Society

Although the relationship between children’s rights and climate policies
in Tirkiye has not yet been fully framed, strategy documents and sectoral
action plans published in recent years show that this intersection is becoming
increasingly visible. Policy gaps and implementation limitations in this area make
the awareness-raising, monitoring, and advocacy activities of civil society even
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more critical. In this context, both the fundamental strategies and documents
underpinning climate policies for children in Tiirkiye and the role of civil society
in shaping this process are discussed below.

5.1. Climate Policies for Children’s Rights in Tiirkiye:
Strategies and Documents

Due to its geographical location in the Mediterranean Basin, where the
effects of climate change are particularly severe, Tiirkiye experiences the local
repercussions of this global crisis across a wide range of areas, from education
to health and from social protection to legal status. Public bodies and civil
society organizations in Tiirkiye are in the process of developing child-focused
policies to address this multidimensional threat. Globally, by 2024, one in seven
students is expected to experience interruptions in education due to extreme
weather events, demonstrating that the crisis is not only a health issue but
also a development and education crisis (UNICEF, 2025). A similar trend is
observed in Tiirkiye, where extreme weather events damage school buildings,
disrupt transportation routes, and render classrooms physically unsuitable for

education.
Table 3.
Key biological and epidemiological effects of climate change on children’s health
Clinical and
Risk Category Developmental Tiirkiye-Specific Findings
Implications

Extreme Heat and
Thermoregulation

Air Quality and
Respiratory Health

Infectious Diseases

Heatstroke, dehydration,
electrolyte imbalance, and
pediatric kidney stones.
Restricted lung
development, asthma
exacerbation, increased
exposure to airborne
allergens.

The spread of salmonella,
cholera, and diarrheal
diseases due to rising

Children's bodies cool down
more slowly and heat up more
quickly than adults.

In Tiirkiye, 26,000 premature
deaths occur annually due to
air pollution caused by fossil
fuels.

Every 1°C increase in
temperature increases hospital
admissions for diarrhea

temperatures. among children by 8%.

Risk of stunted growth, . .
Nutrition and Food dwarfism, and low birth Global. alg}rll cu}iturlz}l yiielbd 49
Safety weight during the fetal potential has declined by 4%

period for maize and 6% for wheat.

Source: Saghk Goniillilleri Vakfi [Health Volunteers Foundation] (2019)
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The international legal basis for climate change policies targeting children is
shaped by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC),
General Comment No. 26 of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child
interpreting this Convention in the context of environmental and climate crises,
the Paris Agreement, and the Maastricht Principles (Serge et al., 2025, p. 6).

General Comment No. 26, published by the UN Committee on the Rights
of the Child on 22 August 2023, defines a clean, healthy, and sustainable
environment as both a human right and a prerequisite for the full realization
of children’s rights. This document imposes an obligation on states to place
the principle of “the best interests of the child” at the center of environmental
decisions. In combating climate change, the concept of intergenerational equity
provides a legal basis emphasizing that today’s actions must not violate the
rights of future generations. The Committee argues that states must immediately

take the following measures to realize this right for children (United Nations
Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2023):

*  Improvingair quality by reducing both outdoor and indoor air pollution,
particularly to prevent child deaths among children under five;

. Ensure access to safe and adequate water, sanitation, and healthy water
ecosystems to prevent the spread of waterborne diseases among children;

e Transforming industrial agriculture and fish production facilities to
prevent malnutrition and produce healthy and sustainable foods that
support children’s growth and development;

*  Preventing marine pollution by prohibiting the direct or indirect
introduction of substances hazardous to children’s health and the
marine ecosystem into the marine environment;

e  Strictly regulating and, where appropriate, eliminating the production,
sale, use and release of toxic substances that have adverse health effects
on children, particularly developmental neurotoxins.

As the second commitment period of the Kyoto Protocol ended in 2020,
the Paris Agreement was adopted to govern the post-2020 period. Although
the 1992 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC) set out the general framework for agreement on climate change,
the Paris Agreement differs significantly from the Convention in terms of
both its objectives and the manner in which the obligations of the parties are
defined and implemented. The most distinctive feature of the Paris Agreement
is that it is open to contributions from all countries. In general, the agreement
reflects a developed/developing country distinction in addressing global climate
problems. Within this framework, the principle of common but differentiated
responsibilities has been taken into account, and state responsibilities have been
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determined accordingly (Goksoy Sevingli & Bayrakei, 2021, p. 276). The most
important long-term goal of the Paris Agreement is to keep the increase in global
temperature well below 2°C compared to pre-industrial levels and to ensure that
global efforts are sustained to limit this increase to 1.5°C (Karaca, 2021).

Tiirkiye signed the Paris Agreement on 22 April 2016 and ratified it through
Law No. 7335 dated 6 October 2021. The Agreement entered into force on 10
November 2021. Within this framework, Tiirkiye committed to achieving net-
zero emissions by 2053 and reducing greenhouse gas emissions by 41% from
the projected increase by 2038. (Uncu & Kurt, 2025, p. 58). This target is a
critical commitment to the future in which today’s children will become adults.
Children growing up today will be middle-aged individuals in 2053, and the
success or failure of the net-zero target will directly shape their living conditions.

International human rights documents also address the concepts of future
generations and children and young people together. Regarding the determination
of the rights of future generations within the framework of existing international
human rights law and the concretization of states’ obligations in this regard,
the preamble to the Maastricht Principles on the Human Rights of Future
Generations, adopted in 2023, states in its seventh paragraph that children and
young people are closest to future generations and therefore play an important
role in the transition to long-term, multi-generational thinking. Therefore,
when discussing the harmful effects of climate change, the relationship between
children’s rights and the rights of future generations in the doctrine must be
clarified and made explicit. (Al¢cik Engiiriilii, 2025, p. 290)

In this context, public bodies in Tiirkiye have developed various strategy
documents and action plans focusing on children in the fight against climate
change. The Ministry of Family and Social Services, the Ministry of National
Education, and the Ministry of Environment, Urbanization and Climate
Change play key roles in coordinating these efforts.

The “Tiirkiye Children’s Rights Strategy Document and Action Plan (2023-
2028)” prepared by the Ministry of Family and Social Services includes detailed
policies aimed at protecting children from global issues such as disasters, crises, and
climate change. This plan aims both to ensure children’s participation in decision-
making processes and to create a safe and sustainable physical environment.

The main topics of the Action Plan prepared within this framework are as
follows (Aile ve Sosyal Hizmetler Bakanligi, 2023):

o International Children’s Participation Platform: The aim is to establish
an international platform through which children can make their voices
heard on issues such as climate change, zero waste, and the efficient use
of resources.
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*  Disaster Management and Child-Focused Services: The capacity of
services provided to children affected by disasters and emergencies will

be increased, and volunteers will be trained in communicating with
children in collaboration with AFAD.

*  Improvement of the Physical Environment: In coordination with
municipalities, it is planned to make parks and streets safer for children
and to incorporate themes that raise environmental awareness in child-
friendly spaces.

*  Protection of Unaccompanied and Foreign Children: Developing
projects for the social integration and education of vulnerable children
affected by disasters and climate-related crises is a strategic priority.

The Ministry’s approach treats “child participation” as a broad umbrella
concept applicable to all policy areas; however, it does not provide the thematic
depth and specialization required in specific fields such as environmental
governance. Consequently, the existing mechanisms do not appear to
constitute an effective channel for voicing children’s environmental concerns
(Serge et al., 2025, p. 12).

Another important institution, the Ministry of National Education, aims
to raise awareness of the potential adverse effects of climate change, develop
preventive measures, and strengthen adaptation capacity by undertaking
new initiatives and reinforcing existing programs. Climate change education
organized by the Ministry offers solutions to a number of issues such as reducing
greenhouse gas emissions, adaptation efforts, and minimizing climate change
hazards and risks, while also raising awareness among teachers and students
through various activities and projects (Milli Egitim Bakanligi, 2022a).

Within this scope, the topics of the “Climate Change Action Plan” are as
follows:

*  Conducting awareness-raising and educational campaigns in educational
institutions regarding the effects of climate change;

* Disasters that may occur as a result of climate change and measures that
can be taken against such disasters;

*  Energy efficiency and energy conservation;

*  Protection of water resources and water conservation;
e Air, water and soil pollution;

*  Recycling and zero waste; and

*  The effects of climate change on the environment and public health.
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The Ministry of National Education has also incorporated the subject
“Environmental Education and Climate Change” into the curriculum for the
6th, 7th, and 8th grades of secondary school beginning with the 2022-2023
academic year. The teaching program for this subject aims not only to provide
children with knowledge but also to equip them with skills that will enable them
to take responsibility. The course program consists of the following six main
units (Milli Egitim Bakanligi, 2022b):

*  Human and Nature: Ecosystem balance and biodiversity;

*  Cyclical Nature: The water cycle, energy flow, and the importance of
solar energy;

* Environmental Issues: Ecological footprint calculation, waste
management, and types of pollution;

* Global Climate Change: The greenhouse effect, global warming, and
the scientific basis of the climate crisis;

* Climate Change and Tirkiye: Local impacts, drought risks, and
proposed solutions;

* Sustainable Development: Zero waste, recycling, and environmentally
friendly technologies.

Within the scope of the “Family School” project, the Ministry of National
Education also provides environmental awareness and climate change training
for parents, ensuring that this awareness is transferred to the family environment.
Education Monitoring Reports (2024-2025) emphasize that the education
system should be designed as a “social resilience network” against climate shocks
(Milli Egitim Bakanlig1, 2024).

Legislative and planning efforts related to climate change adaptation in
Tiirkiye, carried out by the Ministry of Environment, Urbanization and Climate
Change, have gained momentum, particularly after the ratification of the
Paris Agreement. The Climate Change Adaptation Strategy and Action Plan
(IDUSEP) covering the period 2024-2030 is the most concrete example of
these efforts. This plan was prepared under the coordination of the Ministry
of Environment, Urbanization and Climate Change and is a strategic roadmap
aimed at increasing Tiirkiye’s capacity to adapt to the effects of climate change. The
adaptation actions planned within IDUSEP generally consist of infrastructure
development and renewal, the use of technology, and awareness-raising and
educational activities implemented or planned in the identified sectors (Uncu
& Kurt, 2025, p. 9-10). The plan includes a total of 40 strategic objectives and
129 actions. The strategies and actions included in the plan are defined within
the framework of 11 sectors: cities; water resources management; agriculture
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and food security; biodiversity and ecosystem services; public health; energy;
industry; tourism and cultural heritage; transport and communication; social
development; and disaster risk reduction (Cevre, Sehircilik ve Iklim Degisikligi
Bakanligi, 2023). In summary, the plan aims to increase the capacity to adapt
to climate impacts at the national level, build a sustainable and resilient society,
and minimize risks in relevant sectors. However, the plan does not include
comprehensive and fundamental social and economic transformation goals in
line with transformative adaptation principles.

Although the plan includes principles such as “inclusiveness” and “people-
centeredness,” children are not specifically defined as a target group when these
principles are translated into operational objectives. The terms “children’s rights”
and “child participation” are not directly mentioned anywhere in the plan.
Instead, children are included among groups requiring special policies, alongside
women, the elderly, people with disabilities, and low-income individuals (Serge
et al., 2025:12). Although “specific targets for children” are not included as a
separate heading in IDUSED, broader societal targets encompassing children and
young people are included under themes such as climate awareness, education,
and inclusive society. The activities and objectives included in the plan are listed
below (Ministry of Environment, Urbanization, and Climate Change, 2023):

* Conducting analyses on how climate change affects the social lives of
all segments of society, particularly vulnerable groups (e.g., the elderly,
children, disabled individuals), in line with their differing needs, and
launching development programs supported by local authorities, taking
into account the varying needs of each population group.

* Providing education for vulnerable groups such as the poor, disabled,
seasonal workers, children and young people.

* Establishing platforms that enable everyone to participate, without
neglecting the needs of groups with different sensitivities, such as the
disabled, the elderly and children, so that the public can feel that they
are part of the solution in terms of ownership of the actions.

*  Observing universal design standards that take into account the needs of
users with limited mobility, such as persons with disabilities, the elderly,
pregnant women, parents with children, and children themselves, and
meeting the requirements of the principle of equitable access for all.

In addition, the Climate Change Directorate within the Ministry is
responsible for coordinating Tirkiye’s climate policies. The Directorate
runs the “Climate Ambassadors” program, which aims to raise awareness,
particularly among young people, and involve them in policy processes. This
network, consisting of permanent and reserve representatives selected annually
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by universities, carries out advocacy activities at local and national levels in
collaboration with UNICEF and the Nature Conservation Centre (Iklim
Elgileri, 2022).

The most significant development regarded as a turning point in Tiirkiye’s
fight against climate change is Climate Law No. 7552. Many countries and
supranational entities around the world, such as the United Kingdom (2008),
Greece (2022), Germany, South Africa, Zambia, and the European Union,
have enacted climate laws. For example, the European Climate Law sets a net-
zero emissions target for 2050, making the emissions reduction target legally
binding. According to the World Climate Change Laws database, there are
currently 72 laws worldwide covering various aspects of climate change (Uncu

& Kurt, 2025, p. 58).

Tirkiye’s Climate Law No. 7552 provides the legal basis for Tiirkiye’s 2053
net-zero emissions target and green development vision. Enacted in July 2025,
this regulation establishes not only an environmental framework but also an
institutional architecture capable of fundamentally transforming Tiirkiye’s
industrial, energy, agricultural, and local governance strategies. The innovations
introduced by the law go beyond economic instruments, incorporating concepts
such as “Just Transition” and “Climate Justice” into the Turkish legal system for
the first time, with the aim of protecting social justice and the rights of future
generations. Article 1 of Law No. 7552 defines the purpose of the regulation as
combating climate change in line with the green development vision and net-
zero emissions target. The law aims to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, adapt
to climate change, and regulate the planning and implementation tools required
for these targets (Resmi Gazete, 2025).

Climate Law No. 7552 contains specific provisions and rights for children,
based on the recognition that children are among the groups most vulnerable to
the effects of climate change. These regulations are grouped under the headings
of “Just Transition,” “Education Obligation,” and “Climate Justice.” The “Just
Transition” process defined within the law encompasses the improvement of

» «

social welfare along with the realization of environmental justice. According
to the relevant provision, just transition refers to policies and practices that
encompass the entire society, particularly the most vulnerable groups such as
children, women, the elderly, and persons with disabilities, in the fight against
climate change and the green transition process, while protecting employment,
creating new job opportunities, and considering economic, environmental, and
social benefits together. (Resmi Gazete, 2025).

The law defines raising awareness among children and young people regarding
the climate crisis as a legal obligation for relevant institutions. According to
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statements made by the Climate Change Presidency, educational activities on
climate change have been defined as a responsibility for relevant institutions and
made mandatory within the text of the law (Iklim Degisikligi Baskanlig1, 2025).

One of the fundamental principles of the law, “Climate Justice,” aims to
protect the rights of children, who are the least responsible for the climate
crisis yet are likely to be most affected by its consequences. The climate justice
approach requires the fair distribution of environmental burdens and guarantees
children’s right to grow up in a healthy environment (Colakoglu, 2023:469).

However, the law appears to be deficient in several respects;

* Transparent, participatory, and accountable processes;

* Adaptation plans (addressing floods, fires, extreme heat, etc.);
* Health system regulations;

* Oversight mechanisms concerning climate justice, intergenerational
justice, and gender equality;

* Biodiversity protection and the 30% protected area target;
* Just transition mechanisms;

* Legalization of the 2053 net-zero target;

* Emission reduction targets compatible with the 1.5°C goal;
* Expansion of renewable energy potential;

* The phase-out of coal by 2030; and

* Energy efficiency and energy conservation targets.

These deficiencies suggest that the system in Tiirkiye has a largely state-
centered and fragmented structure, characterized by weak child participation in
processes and limited institutionalization of intergenerational justice.

4.2. The Role of Civil Society in Climate Policies Related to Children’s
Rights in Tiirkiye: Awareness, Monitoring, and Participation

The limited child-focused approach of state institutions in Tiirkiye’s climate
policies, together with institutional gaps, has made the role of non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) particularly vital. NGOs serve a multifaceted role not
only as service providers but also as rights advocates, policy monitors and
awareness raising actors.

Among the most prominent organizations in this field is the TEMA
Foundation, one of Tiirkiye’s largest environmental organizations. In cooperation
with the Ministry of National Education (MEB), TEMA runs the “Climate
Change Education and Awareness Project” in schools. This project reaches tens
of thousands of children, playing a complementary role in addressing the lack
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of climate education in the official curriculum. Furthermore, in its criticism
of the draft Climate Law, TEMA strongly emphasizes that the regulation is
not participatory and disregards ecological/social justice principles, including
children’s rights (TEMA, 2022; TEMA, 2025). The Turkish Education
Volunteers Foundation (TEGV), which provides extracurricular educational
support to children in disadvantaged areas, aims to improve children’s
sustainability awareness, environmental consciousness, and ecological literacy
through projects such as “Climate Protectors are Growing Up” (TEGYV, 2022).
The YUVA Association also introduces children and young people to the concept
of climate justice through ecological literacy and global citizenship education.
YUVA acts as a bridge in transferring good practices from the EU to Ttirkiye and
in improving civil society capacity through international civil society dialogue
projects (YUVA, 2021).

The Human Rights Association, Amnesty International, and various
children’s rights platforms draw international attention to Tiirkiye’s children’s
rights record and its shortcomings in addressing climate change through shadow
reports submitted to the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC).
These reports highlight violations and realities on the ground (e.g., the situation
of seasonal child workers, obstacles faced by young people participating in
environmental protests) that are not included in the state’s official reports

(UNICEF 2024b).

Another critical role of civil society and youth movements is to raise public
awareness. The understanding and acceptance of the concept of climate justice
in society are shaped to a significant extent by the language and methods used by
these movements. In Turkiye, university students in particular keep the climate
crisis on the agenda by discussing it in terms of justice and rights through
social media campaigns and campus events. This cultural transformation exerts
indirect pressure on political will. For example, ahead of the 2023 elections,
several political parties mentioned the “climate crisis” and the green transition in
their manifestos for the first time, placing these issues on their agendas in order
to appeal to younger voters. (Gezegen 24, 2023). The contribution of youth
movements to this development cannot be denied. Furthermore, parallel to the
global Fridays for Future movement, young climate activists in Turkiye, such as
Atlas Sarrafoglu and Deniz Cevikus, have increasingly made their voices heard.
These young people present the climate crisis not only as an environmental issue,
but also as a matter of justice that threatens their future and as an existential
crisis. Through social media campaigns, school strikes, and public statements,
young activists became an important pressure group during Tiirkiye’s ratification
process of the Paris Agreement (Bianet, 2020).
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In 2023, three young climate activists filed a lawsuit with the Council of
State, arguing that Tirkiye’s updated Nationally Determined Contribution
(NDC) was insufficient in terms of emission reduction targets and violated the
future rights of children. This was a turning point in the history of the Turkish
climate movement. The young plaintiffs argued that Tiirkiye’s 41% emission
reduction target for 2030 was insufficient and “dangerous” in relation to the
global 1.5°C target, and therefore violated the obligations arising from the
Paris Agreement and the constitutional right to a healthy environment. The
lawsuit sought the annulment of this nationally determined contribution.
The young people based their claims on human rights documents, specifically
citing the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and the 2019 climate
change statement by the Committee on the Rights of the Child. Reference was
also made to the principle of intergenerational equity and the right to a healthy
environment under Article 56 of the Turkish Constitution (Columbia Law
School, 2023). This case is of historical significance in that it demonstrates
that children and young people have begun to use the courts as an active means
of seeking justice in the fight for climate justice (Bianet, 2023). Although the
plaintiffs argued that the NDC was an act subject to administrative litigation,
the court of first instance rejected this claim; ultimately, the Administrative
Litigation Chambers of the Council of State also rejected the appeals in June
2024, definitively ending the case. Despite this legal defeat, the fact that young
people in Turkiye undertook such an initiative is significant. During the trial,
the young people’s manifesto and demands received extensive coverage in
the national press, and the case was referred to as “Tirkiye’s first climate
case.” This case sparked debate in the media and society, bringing the issue of
inadequate climate targets to the fore. Although the judicial route is currently
blocked in Tiirkiye, it can be said that the case paved the way for possible
future climate litigation.

Young climate activists from Tirkiye participate in various platforms to
contribute to the climate struggle at both national and international levels.
For example, as part of Tiirkiye’s Climate Ambassadors Platform, young people
participate in training to develop their views and recommendations on climate
issues and prepare statements for major international events such as COP28
in the United Arab Emirates; such initiatives provide a platform for young
people to become involved in global climate processes (Doga Koruma Merkezi,
2023). Young climate activists have also participated in platforms such as the
UN Youth Climate Summit to convey climate-related issues in Tiirkiye. At
the COP27 Climate Summit in Egypt in 2022, young representatives from
Tiirkiye participated in discussions on the “Loss and Damage” fund (Marmara
Municipalities Union, 2022).
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The main problems experienced by civil society in Tiirkiye in its relations with
the state regarding climate justice and children’s rights stem from the shrinking
of civic space and blockages in participation mechanisms. The participation
of children and young people in decision-making processes generally remains
symbolic, and their views are not sufficiently reflected in policy documents.
In its concluding observations on Tiirkiye, the UN Committee on the Rights
of the Child emphasized the need to lift pressures on civil society, guarantee
freedom of expression, and establish a systematic and meaningful cooperation
mechanism with NGOs working in the field of children’s rights (UN Human
Rights Committee, 2024).

As can be seen, civil society and youth movements are both advocates
and implementers of climate justice for children. These movements activate
accountability mechanisms through protests, lawsuits, and campaigns; raise
awareness; and make children’s voices heard. This trend demonstrates that the
climate justice struggle is participatory and bottom-up in nature. In a global
issue such as the climate crisis, the inclusion of children and young people as
active citizens contributes to making current policy processes more inclusive and
paves the way for the development of future decision-makers.

6. Comparative Assessment of Climate Policies on Children’s
Rights in Tiirkiye and the European Union

While both the European Union (EU) and Tiirkiye acknowledge the effects
of the climate crisis on children, their approaches differ in terms of policy and
target levels, institutional structures and participation mechanisms, and social
policies and efforts to combat inequality. From a climate justice perspective,
these differences can be more systematically understood through the lenses
of distributive, procedural, and intergenerational justice, which provide an
analytical basis for comparing the two cases beyond descriptive policy differences.

In terms of policies and objectives, it is evident that the EU has long-
term and ambitious goals on climate issues. These goals have been made legally
binding and have placed Member States under shared responsibility. Although
the EU’s policy frameworks—particularly the European Green Deal—did not
initially include child-focused concepts, they have begun to internalize the
dimension of children’s rights during the implementation process. For example,
the EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child addresses environmental rights and
defines the climate crisis as a children’s rights issue. This represents significant
integration at the policy document level. In general, EU policy discourse
strongly emphasizes “future generations”; while compliance with scientific
advice is required in climate law, one of the reasons for this is the protection of
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the future. However, few provisions in EU climate legislation directly mention
the word “child”; terms such as “intergenerational solidarity” or “vulnerable
groups” are used more frequently (EDC Free Europe, 2021). Tiirkiye’s climate
targets have become more clearly defined in recent years. These targets have not
yet attained the level of binding force seen in the EU, but a legal framework
has been established with the 2023 Climate Law. The integration of children’s
rights into Tirkiye’s climate policy documents is weaker than in the EU.
This indicates that children in the EU are increasingly recognized not only as
vulnerable groups but also as policy-relevant actors, whereas in Tiirkiye they are
still primarily positioned within a protection-oriented framework. Neither the
Nationally Determined Contribution nor the Climate Law directly mentions
children. Although there is awareness at the political level, it is difficult to say
that this awareness has been reflected in official strategies to the same extent as
in the EU. The common ground between the two sides is that they view the
climate crisis as an issue concerning future generations; however, the EU has
reflected this more concretely in policies such as education and participation
mechanisms than Tiirkiye. In this regard, the EU framework reflects a more
institutionalized form of intergenerational justice, whereas Tiirkiye’s approach
remains more declaratory and less embedded in binding policy mechanisms.

In terms of institutional structure and participation mechanisms, children’s
and climate policies in the EU are linked through a multi-level governance
model, with coordination between the European Commission, the European
Parliament, and the Council. Furthermore, structures such as the European
Climate Pact and the EU Children’s Participation Platform serve as institutional
tools that encourage children’s direct participation in climate policies. In
Tiirkiye, however, climate policies are largely shaped by a centralized structure,
and regulations concerning children are scattered across the remit of different
ministries. This situation leads to the child-climate relationship being addressed
in a fragmented and uncoordinated manner. Tirkiye can learn from the EU
experience to ensure the systematic inclusion of children and young people in
decision-making processes. While the EU’s participatory approach increases the
legitimacy and inclusiveness of policies, it can be argued that Tiirkiye needs to
establish more institutionalized participation mechanisms. From a procedural
justice perspective, this divergence highlights a structural gap: participatory
governance mechanisms are institutionalized in the EU but remain limited and
fragmented in the Turkish case. These differences also reflect broader governance
models, whereby the EU’s multi-level structure facilitates policy coordination
and inclusion, while Tirkiye’s centralized system limits horizontal and vertical
integration.
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When viewed in the context of the intersection of social and climate policies,
the child-climate intersection at the EU level is not merely a sub-dimension of
environmental policies, but also a structural policy area addressed within the
framework of human rights and intergenerational justice. The EU Strategy on the
Rights of the Child (2021) explicitly recognizes that children are vulnerable to
climate change and environmental degradation and emphasizes that children are
not only groups that need to be protected but also active subjects who should be
involved in policy processes. Instruments such as the Social Climate Fund and the
European Child Guarantee aim to mitigate the effects of climate-related risks on
children, such as energy poverty, food insecurity, and housing problems. In this
way, the EU has made children’s rights an integral part of the social dimension
of climate policy. In Tirkiye, climate policies for children are mostly addressed
in the context of adaptation, disaster risk, environmental education, and social
development. Tiirkiye’s Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC), updated
in 2023, refers to the social dimension of climate policies and vulnerable groups;
it states that a link will be established between the Children’s Rights Strategy
Document and Action Plan (2023-2028) and climate processes (Ministry of
Environment, Urbanisation and Climate Change, 2023). However, this link has
not yet been transformed into a clear and comprehensive child-climate policy
framework, as is the case in the EU. There is still no institutional integration
mechanism between children’s rights documents and climate strategies. This
suggests that the EU addresses climate-related inequalities affecting children
through integrated social policy instruments, whereas Tiirkiye’s approach
remains more sectoral and less redistributive in nature.

Regarding the differences and similarities in the role of civil society at the
intersection of the EU’s and Tiirkiye’s climate policies and children’s rights,
the first point that stands out is that civil society organizations and youth
movements active in the field of climate change across the European Union
do not merely raise social awareness; they also emerge as institutionalized
actors that can directly influence policymaking processes. Environmental and
children’s rights networks carry out systematic advocacy activities with the
European Commission and the European Parliament, acting as a bridge between
public pressure and institutional decision-making processes. Indeed, it is widely
accepted in the literature that social pressure from youth movements and climate
NGOs played a decisive role in raising the greenhouse gas reduction target for
2030 from 50% to 55%. The high level of concern about climate change among
the European public pushes political parties and governments to adopt more
ambitious policies in this area; the ability of young activists to engage directly
with decision-makers in many Member States is seen as a sign of civil society’s
legitimacy and capacity for influence. Furthermore, relatively open access to
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EU funding mechanisms facilitates project-based and sustainable work by civil
society organizations and enables organizations working in the field of children’s
rights to engage in lobbying during legislative processes.

In Tirkiye, despite operating in a more restricted and challenging
environment in recent years, civil society has been particularly active in the areas
of environment and climate. Although youth movements and environmental
NGOs exist, their influence on decision-making processes is more limited
compared to European countries. The relatively low participation in the global
climate strikes organized in 2019 in Tiirkiye, compared to many EU countries,
is associated with the limited priority given to climate issues by the public and
young people’s perception of the climate crisis as a secondary issue in the face
of other concerns such as economic insecurity. However, it has been observed
that awareness of climate change is increasing among Turkish youth, particularly
through social media and digital platforms, with the emergence of a new
discourse on climate justice. The campaigns conducted by civil society during
the ratification process of the Paris Agreement provide a concrete example of its
capacity to shape public opinion. Furthermore, at the local level, environmental
platforms campaigning against coal-fired power plants and air pollution have
drawn attention with advocacy activities centered on children’s right to live in
a healthy environment. Examples such as the campaigns run by mothers in
Dilovasi, Kocaeli, for children’s health demonstrate that grassroots demands for
environmental justice can generate a social response.

When evaluated comparatively, it is evident that civil society and youth
movements in the EU are able to make their voices heard more strongly and
that decision-makers are more open to these demands. In Tiirkiye, although
civil pressure is relatively weak, it is not entirely ineffective; for example, the
partial reflection of civil society’s views in the recommendations of the 2022
Climate Council shows that this interaction is possible, albeit limited. While
youth activism is more institutionalized and has a mass character in the EU, it
is still in its developmental phase in Tiirkiye. Nevertheless, in both contexts,
young people clearly articulate climate justice and establish discursive and
organizational links with global climate movements. Structural limitations on
freedom of expression and protest in Tirkiye reduce the visibility of young
people in the public sphere compared to EU countries; however, this does not
negate young people’s potential to contribute to climate governance. In this
context, the EU experience provides an important reference for Tiirkiye in terms
of developing a more inclusive climate governance model that engages young
people, institutionalizes cooperation with civil society, and integrates scientific
knowledge and social demands into policy design.
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In conclusion, while children’s rights and climate justice have become an
institutionalized, multi-stakeholder, rights-based governance area in the EU,
this intersection is still in its infancy in Tirkiye. Although Tirkiye has taken
important strategic steps in recent years, a comprehensive approach that makes
children subjects of climate policy has not yet fully emerged. This comparison
shows that the EU experience is not only a reference for Tiirkiye but also a
space for learning and adaptation in child-centered climate governance. Overall,
the comparison demonstrates that while both actors acknowledge the climate—
child nexus, the EU has moved towards a more integrated and justice-oriented
governance model, whereas Tiirkiye’s framework remains in a transitional phase
with significant gaps in participation and policy coherence. This asymmetry
ultimately reflects differing capacities to operationalize climate justice principles
within governance structures.

7. Policy Recommendations Instead of Conclusions

Each country’s climate change policy concerning children should focus on
the goal of reducing the Children’s Climate Risk Index (CCRI) value. Since
CCRI = Climate Hazard Exposure + Child Vulnerability, policies should focus
on mitigating the negative effects of these two components that constitute
the CCRI. However, there is limited scope for action on the “exposure”
component of the CCRI. When assessed specifically within the European
context, Scandinavian and Baltic countries receive higher levels of rainfall than
countries in Central Europe and the Mediterranean Basin due to their latitude
and geographical location; therefore, they are less exposed to climate-related
risks such as drought and forest fires. Consequently, the CCRI levels of these
countries are relatively lower. Countries such as Tiirkiye, France, and Italy, by
contrast, are located in the Mediterranean Basin, which is defined as a “climate
hotspot,” and therefore have higher CCRI levels than many other European
countries. It should not be overlooked that some of these countries are members
of the G20. Consequently, this component, which constitutes a significant
proportion of the CCRI score, demonstrates only a weak correlation with the
level of development of these countries.

The second component affecting the CCRI concerns the vulnerability of
children. Vulnerability refers to children’s capacity to cope with the negative
consequences of shocks such as droughts, wildfires, and floods. In this sense, a
country’s capabilities, institutional capacity, and regulations in areas such as safe
drinking water, sanitation, healthcare services, school enrolment rates, poverty
levels, child labor, and social protection are regarded as important factors in
combating vulnerability. While the elimination of climate-related shocks
may only be possible through comprehensive global efforts, the reduction
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of vulnerability—or, in other words, the enhancement of resilience—can be
achieved through national policies. Policies aimed at reducing vulnerability
depend on the development and internalization of the welfare state model,
together with the establishment of robust and functional infrastructure systems.
In this respect, the resilience capacity of Scandinavian countries is particularly
high. For example, in Sweden, if children face problems related to health, access
to water, or nutrition, the welfare state and robust infrastructure mechanisms
intervene rapidly; whereas in other countries, vulnerability may increase due
to the absence of intervention. In this sense, even when exposure to climate
shocks cannot be fully prevented, vulnerability can still be reduced through the
rapid implementation of appropriate social policies. Turkiye may not be able to
cope with heatwaves and droughts on its own, but it can reduce vulnerability
and thereby lower its CCRI score by implementing or improving the policies
outlined below.

*  Child Poverty Shield: Climate-sensitive income support can be provided
in regions experiencing climate-related shocks, alongside food and
energy subsidies. Financial support can be obtained from the ESF+
(European Social Fund Plus).

e Climate-Resilient Child Infrastructure: Safe water infrastructure
should be provided for schools and households in arid regions, and
local irrigation and rainwater harvesting should be implemented. Flood-
and heatwave-resistant buildings should be constructed, and rural
sanitation should be provided. Financial support can be obtained from
the European Regional Development Fund and the Cohesion Fund.

* Integration of Migrant Children: Migrant children should be integrated

into healthcare, water, vaccination, and educational services.

*  School Climate Insurance: Insurance mechanisms can be implemented
in areas prone to heatwaves, floods, and wildfires.

e Green School Transformation: Cooling systems and solar energy
infrastructure should be introduced in schools, and disaster-resistant
buildings should be constructed. Financial support can be obtained
from the Cohesion Fund and the Just Transition Fund (JTF).

It is evident that the full implementation of these policies requires substantial
funding. In addition to domestic financing, support can also be obtained from
EU funds and other international funds mentioned above. Naturally, the
proportion of domestic resources used for this purpose is closely related to the
level of GDP and, therefore, to the overall size of the economy.

An international index known as the Climate Change Performance Index
(CCPI) has been developed to comparatively measure countries” performance
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in combating climate change. The CCPI assesses countries’ performance in the
areas of greenhouse gas emissions, renewable energy use, energy consumption,
and climate policies. The aim is to ensure transparency in climate policies,
enable cross-country comparisons, and create policy pressure. Countries are
rated as “Very Good,” “Good,” “Moderate,” “Poor,” or “Very Poor.” The top
three ranks are usually left vacant, based on the assumption that no country is
fully compliant with the targets of the Paris Agreement. As of 2026, Turkiye
ranks 52nd with a score of 44.96. It has improved its position slightly, rising
one place compared to 2025. Among the 67 countries in the ranking, Turkiye
performs better than the United States, Russia, and Japan, but worse than
Norway, Denmark, and the United Kingdom.

Tiirkiye receives low scores in the categories of greenhouse gas emissions and
energy use, a very low score in climate policy, and a moderate score in renewable
energy. Although Tiirkiye aims to achieve net-zero emissions by 2053, there is
still no clearly defined roadmap or strategy for decarbonization. Furthermore,
the current Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC), which projects a 16%
increase in emissions by 2035, does not compel Tiirkiye to reach peak emissions
before 2038. Moreover, state purchase guarantees for coal extend well beyond
these dates, further undermining Turkiye’s credibility in international climate
negotiations.

The principal recommendations regarding measures that both Tiirkiye and
the EU can take to improve climate justice in the context of children’s rights
are as follows:

e Establishing Legal Frameworks Recognizing Children’s Climate
Rights: Both at the EU level and in Tiirkiye, legal regulations should
be enacted that explicitly recognize children’s right to live in a clean,
healthy, and sustainable environment.

* Child Impact Assessments (CIA) in Climate Policies: Mechanisms
should be established to assess in advance the impact of new climate and
environmental policies on children (e.g., carbon taxes, energy transition
projects, urban planning decisions).

* Reforming Education Curricula Around Climate Justice and
Sustainability: At all levels of education, from preschool to university,
climate change, environmental protection, and sustainability should be
addressed together with children’s rights and justice.

* Strengthening Participation Platforms for Children and Young
People: Mechanisms enabling children and young people to contribute
directly to decision-making processes should be increased.
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Fair Transition and Adaptation Policies for Vulnerable Groups:
Special measures should be developed for vulnerable groups most
affected by climate change and climate policies, including children living
in poverty, children with disabilities, refugee children, and children in
rural areas. Mechanisms similar to the EU’s Just Transition Fund should
also be implemented in Turkiye.

Scientific Research and Data Collection: Both the EU and Tiirkiye
should encourage further research on the interaction between children
and climate change.

International Cooperation and Climate Justice Diplomacy: Both the
EU and Tiirkiye should raise the issue of climate justice for children on
international platforms and establish cooperation in this area.

Awareness Campaigns on Climate and Children’s Rights: Targeted
communication campaigns should be organized to raise awareness
among broader segments of society regarding climate justice and
children’s rights.
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