
CHAPTER 1

Carving Space for Children’s Voice 
Within the Complex Web of Climate 
Justice
Kathleen Manion 1,  Valeria Cortés 2 

1. Framing the Context for Youth Participation in Climate 
Action

Global Environmental Context - Children are among the most impacted by 
the ﻿climate crisis, caught in a web of ﻿climate anxiety, ecological loss, changing 
weather patterns, and planetary uncertainty (Giannakopoulos, 2025). They are 
forced to watch as successive policymakers exacerbate ﻿climate injustice through 
poor environmental planning, and they do not yet have a viable way to voice 
their ideas or opinions. Faced with a triple impact, i.e., the burden of inheriting a 
damaged planet (Tafon & Saunders, 2025; Jaffer, 2025); a lack of ﻿agency, where 
children and youth have minimal say in climate decisions (Kanti, 2025), and an 
unfair burden of having to hold governments and corporations accountable for 
the damage they are causing and the commitments they have made to mitigate 
the impacts of climate change (UNFCCC, 2015). This ﻿triple burden produces 
disproportionate harm. Physical and psychological impacts affect all children, 
but fall most heavily on girls, minority groups, and vulnerable populations, 
including climate refugees (Thomas et al., 2022). 

Risks compound and accumulate, with potential increases in direct violence 
following climate disasters. Yet, a small number of youth have pushed past the 
barriers to be at the forefront of ﻿climate activism, as Greta Thunberg, Fridays for 
Future, and others have shown through political activism and litigation efforts 
(Grewal et al., 2022; Smith-Carrier & Manion, 2022).

The Children’s ﻿Climate Risk Index chronicles some of the impacts (Ahdoot 
et al., 2024; Parsons et al., 2025; Rees, 2021), citing that “﻿climate crisis is the 
defining human and ﻿child rights challenge of this generation, and is already 
having a devastating impact on the well-being of children globally” (UNICEF, 
2021, p. 8). Under this banner, the report highlights that we are pushing up 
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against our planetary natural boundaries, with children at high risk of exposure 
to one or multiple impacts such as heat waves, cyclones, riverine flooding, coastal 
flooding, water scarcity, vector-borne diseases, air pollution, and lead pollution, 
with half of the world’s children living in high-risk areas that conversely are the 
least likely to contribute to climate change. UNICEF, other UN bodies, and 
international advocates have reframed the crisis as a ﻿human rights crisis in hopes 
of garnering a new approach to combat the impacts of this planetary crisis. 
These efforts led to the General Comment 26 (GC26) on children’s rights and 
the environment. This comment represents the ﻿United Nations’ Committee on 
the Rights of the Child’s directive to the international community to formally 
recognise a child’s right to a ﻿healthy environment, with a special focus on 
climate change (UNICEF, 2023). This sets a precedent to hold governments 
accountable to ensure they are working towards this realisation.

Youth-focused climate actions run parallel to other movements, particularly 
those led by Indigenous leaders, to recognize the rights of the more-than-human 
world, e.g., the natural rights of rivers in Aotearoa, Colombia, and Canada 
(Viaene, 2022). As many Indigenous peoples have deep recognised connections 
to the land, the sea, and the creatures that inhabit them, they are more tied to 
the planet’s well-being. As such, it is unsurprising to see their role and impact 
as climate activists across countries (United Nations Department of Economic 
and Social Affairs, n.d.).  The Universal Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples (UNDRIP) recognises Indigenous Peoples’ connection to their land, 
but also requires states to seek informed consent before resource extraction or 
development projects on their land (UNGA, 2007; Tigre, 2022). This offers an 
important allied avenue for meaningful ﻿climate activism. Vogel et al., (2022) 
document Indigenous-led activism, particularly in North America, centring on 
conservation, stewardship and climate ﻿mitigation, and Indigenous leaders have 
strongly advocated for concrete actions, such as emission reduction, biodiversity 
acknowledgement and support. Meanwhile, on the other side of the planet, 
Lansbury and colleagues (2025) outline how Indigenous leaders, particularly 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, have illustrated leadership in climate 
leadership and governance. We argue that centring the voices of those who have 
been systematically marginalised or excluded from climate policy decisions, like 
youth and Indigenous People, generates powerful insights that are additive and 
transformative in that they ground policy responses in ﻿climate justice and lived 
realities.  

Having laid out that context, we explore, through three case studies, 
approaches youth are demonstrating both the relevance of their voice and 
cutting through barriers to being heard. Built on the concept of a participatory 
approach, where youth are leading or co-leading work and the work is intended 



7

Carving Space for Children’s Voice Within the Complex Web of Climate Justice

to result in action that is supported by a cycle of plan, act, observe, and reflect 
(Kemmis, 2008), the case studies outline multitiered approaches that youth take 
from the local, national, regional, and global standpoints.

Naming the Climate Crisis as Causing ﻿Structural Violence against Children 
- While not traditionally seen as violence, by framing the ﻿climate crisis and 
its ﻿disproportionate impact on children as violence, we gain new insights and 
avenues for redress. Violence against children is often seen as encompassing 
issues like direct forms of violence (e.g., trafficking, prostitution, sexual/
physical/emotional abuse, neglect, corporal punishment, bullying, child-on-
child violence, child marriage, degrading treatment, economic exploitation, 
exploitative labour, injury, and assault). We have increasingly seen it expand to 
indirect forms of violence (like second-hand smoke exposure, poverty impacts, 
poor housing and ventilation, malnutrition, preventable deaths, inadequate water 
and sanitation, and broader health issues). Structural violence at the systems 
level can be defined as harm imposed indirectly through social systems as people 
pursue their own preferences. This includes social, political, and economic 
arrangements, causing population harm (Galtung, 1969). This framing offers a 
way to explore and expand upon the key elements of invisibility, indifference, 
lack of focus and resources for children, poverty effects, and intersections of 
discrimination (racial, religious, gender-based, and environmental). Naming 
the ﻿climate crisis as structural violence recognises climate-related impacts, like 
food shortages, conflict, forced migration, extreme heat, drought, and natural 
disasters, as indirect harms that lead to physical ﻿vulnerability and ﻿eco-anxiety.

Understanding that ﻿human rights are universal, as articulated with the 
United Nations General Assembly (1948) and various subsequent treaties, 
including specifically the 1989 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(1989), redressing violence against children or any human becomes imperative. 
Given the lacuna of ﻿human rights treaties that establish ﻿state obligations on 
minimum standards for collective commitments to children (and all humans), 
seeing climate change as structural violence introduces a portal for holding states 
and other actors accountable for their part in combating the ﻿climate crisis. As 
noted earlier, this argument was used within GC26 to clarify that children have 
the right to a ﻿healthy environment. This concretizes rights and accompanying 
responsibilities to rights-holders, which can promote pro-environmental norms. 
A framework of structural violence centres interlinking systems and enables 
better legal, scientific, economic, and humanitarian support structures. Within 
this framing, it is useful to explore how youth have attempted to navigate this 
issue and carve out a space for their voice alongside adult allies and advocates. 
The following section outlines a breadth of examples of youth advocacy.
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Contextualising the Breadth and Depth of Youth Advocacy - The impact 
of youth advocacy has been profound, yet the burden placed on them is 
unfair (Body, 2024). Globally, these activities are undervalued and treated 
as spectacles. Leaders consistently fail to honour promises made in national 
and global commitments like GC26. While public discourse often highlights 
specific individuals who forefront these initiatives, globally, children and youth 
have long been mobilizing at the local level and demonstrating youth resilient 
leadership. Early climate youth activists included luminaries like Severn Cullis-
Suzuki, from Canada, who, at the age of twelve, made an engaging speech at 
the 1992 Rio Earth Summit, paving the way for youth to take a stand and be 
heard. Fridays for Future was an innovative approach led simultaneously across 
continents to rally youth together to advocate to their respective governments 
for better climate policies, including Greta Thunberg, from Sweden, and Sophia 
Mathur, from Canada. The idea of school strike protests on Fridays turned viral. 
However, the systems in place often fail to notice or attend to the voices and 
exacerbation that youth express in the face of impending cataclysmic ecological 
mortality, yet many have gathered some momentum and broken through to 
local, national, and sometimes global audiences. We argue that youth resilient 
leadership emerges when formal and informal relational spaces are created in 
various settings to support youth ﻿agency to redress structural violence of the 
﻿climate crisis and support a right to a ﻿healthy environment. To more deeply 
investigate how youth have adapted to and delved into youth advocacy, we 
examine three scalable cases, but first, we outline our conceptual approach. 

2. Conceptual Framework and Methodology

Transdisciplinary youth advocacy, participatory action research, and youth 
﻿resilience leadership undergird this work. The complexity of issues confronting 
us, including the climate disaster, requires us to think differently. We argue that 
we need to use transdisciplinary YPAR to deal with wicked and existential issues 
like ﻿climate impacts. A transdisciplinary approach is problem-focused, rather 
than discipline-focused. Looking beyond disciplinary boundaries and drawing 
on the collective wisdom across disciplines, sectors, experts, and individuals 
provides us with a more fulsome picture and a chance to meaningfully tackle 
an issue like the ﻿climate crisis. Leavy (2016, p. 29) posits that the key principles 
of transdisciplinarity “include transcendence, emergence, synthesis, integration, 
innovation and flexibility”. We must recognise and rectify that many voices have 
traditionally been left out of much public discourse, including ﻿climate justice. 
Exploring the impactful ways youth have leapt into this space and effectively 
advocated for more climate action illustrates the relevance and importance of 
drawing on different voices, particularly of those most impacted by a given issue. 
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Sumi (2008) suggests that a transdisciplinary approach requires focus on three 
levels of consideration: the global natural system, the socioeconomic system, 
and the human system. Through this lens, we explore three case studies focused 
on the interconnections between these three systems.

We also draw on a Youth Participatory Action approach, where youth are 
recognised for their agentic selves (Tisdall & Sutterlüty, 2019) and lead, co-
lead, or meaningfully participate in processes with adult allies. We also assert 
that these processes make space to fully listen to youth and act upon what 
they suggest or share (Lundy, 2007) to attempt to make meaningful change. 
Loosely following Kemmis’ (2008) cycle of PAR, we attend to the cyclical and 
self-reinforcing cycle of action-reflection. The principles that underpin YPAR 
include youth ﻿agency, collective meaning‑making, and efforts to challenge 
existing knowledge and influence structural change (Ozer, 2017).

Lastly, in one of the cases in Mexico, Chikomexochitl, an Indigenous 
methodology that lends itself to youth-led climate action, was used. In Mexico, 
corn has been cultivated for centuries; it reflects culture, ceremony, family, 
history, gastronomy, art, and ritual. For many Indigenous communities in 
Mexico, corn has been a vehicle for self-determination and resistance against 
the state ideology of assimilation, progress, and mass education that originated 
from the project of mestizaje and nationhood after the revolution (Dalton, 
2018). Maíz also maintains Mexican’s relationship to their Indigenous roots. 
It helps create conceptions of Mexican-ness by connecting all Mexicans to a 
communal heritage; it links the pre-Hispanic past with the present (Simmons, 
2016). It is no surprise that many educators and scholars have employed corn/
maíz, or related allegories as research frameworks (Gallardo, 2023; Rodriguez 
& Hernández, 2014).

The YPAR that we are conducting in Mexico is guided by the Chicomexochitl 
Research Methodology developed by Vazquez-Cordoba and Flores Martínez 
(2023). Chicomexochitl in the Nahuatl language translates to seven flowers, 
chicome means seven, and xochitl means flower. The term refers to young corn 
and represents an allegory for renewal, cycles, play, as well as the invention 
of music, dance, and other knowledges (Camacho Díaz, 2008). The number 
seven holds deeply symbolic meanings in Mesoamerican cosmovision, often 
representing abundance, balance, and cycles of renewal (Sandstrom, 1991).

The Chicomexochitl Research Methodology was designed to challenge Western 
positivist paradigms that have continually marginalized Indigenous perspectives. 
It uses the stages of corn growth as a framework to guide the research journey: 
from planning (the planting of the seed), to building relationships and gathering 
data (the blooming stage), to analysis (the harvest), and finally to knowledge 
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sharing as the product. This research methodology highlights the need for 
collaboration, dialogue, consensus, as well as patience and ﻿care among all 
people involved to build strong personal relationships. It brings the rituals of 
celebration and reciprocity into the research process. Vázquez-Cordoba and 
Flores Martínez (2023) share,

We as researchers need to celebrate that each stage of our research process 
is moving forward, not because we are closer to generating findings, but 
rather, because this means that the roots of our collaborations with our given 
communities are getting stronger as we grow with the ﻿care and support of our 
community partners. (p. 331)

Across Mexico, many community-based movements exist to defend the 
traditional cornfield or milpa, the strengthening of Indigenous identity and 
spirituality, the revitalization of Indigenous languages, the development of artistic 
expression, and practices of solidarity (Flores Martínez, 2021). Working with 
youth in this context calls for a methodology that does not extract knowledge 
but rather affirms what young people already carry through their relationships 
to land, culture, and community. Chicomexochitl offered such a pathway. Rooted 
in ancestral understandings of corn as life, continuity, and ﻿responsibility, the 
methodology aimed to create space for youth to reconnect with their Indigenous 
roots and culture as a mechanism for leadership efficacy (Dugan, 2024) while 
engaging as co-researchers to explore ﻿climate justice issues.

Methodology - We have employed a case study approach to identify and 
outline three cases of youth involvement in ﻿climate justice. We used convenience 
sampling, drawing on our direct involvement with these cases, affording us 
access and relational grounding. The first two cases directly utilised youth 
participatory action research (YPAR), and the last case involved legal research. 
In the next section, we provide an outline of three cases, beginning with the first 
case, which illustrates a local-level YPAR approach. The second case explores a 
regional research project across North America co-developed with youth and an 
intergenerational advisory committee focused on YPAR. The third synthesizes 
legal cases from different jurisdictions that illustrate an emerging global norm 
on the right to a healthy planet. Through these cases, we have envisioned a 
poignant model of youth resilient leadership embodying relationality, holistic 
engagement, and cyclical practice. 

3. ﻿Case Studies of Transdisciplinary Youth Participatory 
Action Research and Resilience Leadership

This chapter looks at three case examples that illustrate how including youth 
or supporting youth to co-create or lead initiatives can be effective climate action 
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mechanisms. All assume that action is needed to redress the structural violence 
inherent in the ﻿climate crisis and that, as already noted, children face a ﻿triple 
burden of the impacts of climate change. All are written in a way that represents 
our interaction with the cases, as activists, researchers, and teachers. The first 
example begins narrowly on a specific example of a project, highlighting what 
a local-level approach to YPAR can achieve with a small group of youth in two 
Mexican locations. The second focuses more broadly on the regional consultations 
for the Special Rapporteur on Human Rights and the Environment, particularly 
the North American consultation, which in part led to the UNCRC GC26 on 
a Child’s right to a healthy planet. The last case example outlines a global legal 
movement, made up of numerous domestic legal actions that youth have led 
in multiple countries, alongside expert legal teams, across multiple countries, 
culminating in a normative shift in ﻿customary law to propel courts to recognise 
the right to a healthy planet (for children and adults alike).

3.1. Local Level Endeavours: Building cross-disciplinary 
dialogue on climate action in Mexico 

In this section, we present the voices of children and youth in Mexico, 
highlighting what a local-level approach to YPAR can achieve with a small 
group of children and youth in two different contexts. These cases illustrate how 
psychological and relational space can be informally created to enable children 
to enact resilient leadership locally. Both were adult-initiated but focused on the 
expressed interests of the youth involved. First, we describe the perspectives of 
children in the City of León, Guanajuato. The main focus is on how the school 
and community where they live have the potential to become collaborative 
spaces for climate action. By centring children’s voices and everyday practices, 
these insights contribute to broader conversations on ﻿climate justice and youth 
﻿resilience leadership in the context of urban communities in Mexico, illustrating 
how children’s knowledge and ethical orientations can inform more just and 
responsive climate action education.

Carving Space for Children’s Voices from León, Guanajuato, Mexico - Do they 
teach you about children’s rights in school? “Yes. That every child should be 
respected. Right to play. And to speak… Right to education. Right to food. Right 
to health. Right to life.” (youth participant, León). As this child wisely informs 
us, children can articulate their rights, but as this case study demonstrates, 
knowing rights does not automatically translate into opportunities to exercise 
them. Children’s understandings of environmental ﻿care and ﻿responsibility are 
shaped by the everyday spaces in which they live. The neighbourhood where 
these nine-year-old children live is a gated residential complex composed of ten 
apartment towers, each containing sixteen units and shared common areas in a 
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city of 1.7 million people. The complex includes controlled access with security 
at the entrance and exit, as well as a small green area and playground. The school 
(K-12) that children attend is a 10-minute walk from the complex.

Daily interactions with the natural environment occur primarily within these 
shared spaces. Residents regularly walk their dogs, use communal pathways, and 
access centralized waste disposal areas. Two designated waste collection points 
serve the complex, one for each group of five towers, with garbage collection 
occurring three times per week. Waste is not formally separated; however, 
informal recycling practices have emerged, including allowing a waste picker 
to collect materials such as aluminium cans and cardboard. In the nearby park 
of Los Cárcamos, a community-led recycling centre accepts a wide range of 
recyclable materials and offers plants in exchange.

The Potential for School Partnerships and Child-led Projects - Schools emerged 
as the primary site where children reported learning about children’s rights. 
Children could identify environmental issues such as littering, deforestation, 
harm to animals, pollution, and the excessive use of fossil fuels. They expressed 
strong moral positions regarding these practices, often describing them as “very 
bad” or harmful to collective well-being. Nevertheless, there seems to be a gap 
between ﻿environmental rights knowledge and meaningful opportunities for 
action. While children’s rights are clearly addressed within classroom instruction, 
children reported limited access to extracurricular activities, clubs, or collective 
projects that would allow them to act on what they know.

Environmental learning remains largely classroom-bound, with few 
structured opportunities for child-led initiatives, peer education, or ongoing 
﻿community engagement. Research suggests that opportunities to become 
involved and actively participate in projects lead to the development of 
﻿agency and self-efficacy in children and youth (Elwell et al., 2025; MacDonald 
et al., 2015; Bieler et al., 2017). When asked whether they would like to 
participate in environmental or children’s rights clubs, children responded 
enthusiastically, indicating both readiness and desire for more participatory 
forms of engagement. Additionally, children expressed interest in sustainable 
food practices, particularly growing their own vegetables to support their 
families with cooking. There are opportunities here, however, to develop a 
deeper relationship with food, land, and ecosystems.

Children emphasized the importance of planting more trees, avoiding the 
cutting of healthy ones, and actively watering and tending plants as part of 
maintaining a ﻿healthy environment. Nevertheless, there are no opportunities 
for children to participate in these actions because someone else is in charge: 
“She [referring to a neighbour] takes ﻿care of the green space.” (youth participant, 
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León). Waste and pollution management also emerged as a key concern, with 
children identifying picking up trash as a concrete action they could take as 
students and openly criticizing environmentally harmful behaviours such as 
littering and the excessive use of gasoline. The children’s narratives surfaced 
experiences of distress related to peer behaviour, including harm toward animals, 
bullying, exclusion, and emotional cruelty. Children described their attempts 
at intervening to protect insects, feeling sadness when harm occurred at the 
hands of their peers. One child, for example, described rescuing an ant from 
other students who were throwing stones at it: “I brought it [the ant] home 
in a little container.” This experience illustrates something that schools do not 
formally teach, but powerfully indicates that this child is practicing relational 
﻿care and solidarity with a more-than-human being without adult interference or 
institutional support. These situations underscore the importance of educational 
approaches that are mindful of the innate capacity of children and that 
address relationality, the ethics of ﻿care, and collective ﻿responsibility alongside 
environmental knowledge and action.

In the next section, we describe a YPAR initiative grounded in the Chikomexochitl 
Research Methodology (Vazquez-Cordoba & Flores Martinez, 2023).

Youth Perspectives on Climate Justice - During a workshop at the 26th 
National Colloquium of the Mexican Association of Science Communication 
and Technology (AMMCCyT), held in 2025 in Zacatecas, Mexico, youth 
who work as museum guides became co-researchers and explored their 
right to a ﻿healthy environment and the role that youth resilient leadership 
development can play. The workshop brought together seventeen youth 
participants aged 18 to 27, the majority of whom were women, all working 
as guides at a science museum in Zacatecas. Participants work at the 
museum while studying, and most identified their lived context as urban. 
Their dual role as educators and learners positioned them uniquely to reflect 
on environmental challenges, ﻿community engagement, and institutional 
responsibilities in relation to climate action.

Guided by the Chikomexochitl research methodology (Vazquez-Cordoba 
& Flores Martínez, 2023), participants identified a range of environmental 
challenges affecting youth in their communities: “We face water scarcity 
and misuse, pollution, the accumulation of waste, a lack of ﻿environmental 
education, green spaces, and sustainable projects, as well as the effects of 
climate change” (youth participant, Zacatecas). While participants expressed 
a high level of environmental awareness, they also identified a persistent 
gap between understanding environmental problems and having access to 
sustained mechanisms for action. “We consider it a priority to strengthen 
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﻿environmental education and awareness; ﻿care for water; separate and reuse 
waste; reforest; maintain clean spaces; and promote ongoing, sustainable 
community actions” (youth participant, Zacatecas). Youth emphasized that 
﻿environmental education should be practical, creative, psychologically safe and 
community-centred, incorporating experiential learning, contact with nature, 
and opportunities for collective engagement. They underscored the importance 
of adult accompaniment and mentorship, not as authoritarian relationships, 
but as consistent support, role modelling, and facilitation of resources and 
opportunities. “We propose a practical and creative approach to ﻿environmental 
education, with school-based, recreational, and community activities; direct 
contact with nature; active listening to our perspectives; and adults leading by 
example” (youth participant, Zacatecas).

While the youth in Mexico identified environmental challenges at the 
hyperlocal level, i.e., their apartment complex, their school, and suggested 
places where more dialogue and action could occur, the next case study scales 
up to show how regional processes can amplify youth voice.

Taken together, these local experiences in Mexico illustrate how youth 
leadership at the local level reflects relational and holistic approaches and how 
youth participatory action research can operate as a transdisciplinary approach 
that engages the human, social, and environmental dimensions of the ﻿climate 
crisis simultaneously. This systemic engagement becomes even more visible at a 
North American scale, where youth advocacy moves across local, regional, and 
institutional contexts.

3.2. North American Consultation on a Child’s Right to a 
Healthy Environment 

At the regional level, youth resilient leadership was showcased in the North 
American Consultation on a Child’s Right to a Healthy Environment, where 
youth were invited into a relational space where they had intergenerational 
support, processes to refine their ideas, and a forum to share their ideas. This 
case demonstrates how intentionally structured formal spaces, supported by 
intergenerational relationships, can amplify youth voice at the regional and 
international level. Through this, they successfully articulated the constraints 
they face in adultist spaces on ﻿climate justice and set out their demands. This was 
part of a series of six planned regional consultations focused on gathering children 
and youth’s input to inform the Special Rapporteur on Human Rights and the 
Environment, David R. Boyd, for his report to the ﻿United Nations (Office 
of the ﻿United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights [OHCHR], 
n.d.). Within a framework of structural violence, the initiative drew on the 
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voices of youth in North America, carving space for youth to illustrate their 
climate leadership. Covering Canada, the US, and Mexico, and occasionally the 
Caribbean and parts of Central America (which were also involved in earlier 
South and Central America consultations), the unique perspective of this 
consultation was to focus on intergenerational approaches to climate action. The 
consultation was supported by a range of international adult-led organisations 
at the forefront of climate action and ﻿youth ﻿participation, and leadership. This 
included the David Suzuki Foundation, the International Institute for Child 
Rights and Development, Terres des Hommes, and the Network on the Rights 
of the Child, Children’s Environmental Rights Initiative, who all carved space 
for youth to share their ideas and concerns. With a full understanding of the 
aforementioned multiple and intersecting burdens on youth, the multipronged 
approach traversed more than a year of pre-activities that included youth 
surveys, advice from an Intergenerational Advisory Committee and an Academic 
Committee representing twelve research institutions across the region, and a 
YPAR training and project (Nelems, 2022). The project culminated in a 3-day 
youth-led conference, a formal space, on what youth wanted to see, involving 
over two hundred youth and intergenerational advocates. The multi-year 
process culminated in the Phoenix Manifesto (Children’s Environmental Rights 
Initiative, 2021), where youth clearly articulated what they believed is needed 
to carve space for real, meaningful climate action that embeds youth voice. As 
Table 1 shows, in the Manifesto, youth demanded that governments centre 
justice, rights and intersectionality across people and knowledge systems and 
transform economic, educational, political and psychological systems to enact 
meaningful climate policy and practice.    

Table 1.
The Phoenix Manifesto

1. Ground solutions across social and environmental movements in both the 
theory and practice of Intersectionality.

2. Commit to both people's and nature's rights to health and well-being.

3. Establish and protect the rights of water to health and well-being, recognizing 
that we are all sustained and interconnected through water.

4. Shift economic metrics of success from Gross Domestic Product (GDP) to 
the eco-psycho-social well-being of people and nature.

5. Strengthen and broaden ﻿environmental education.
6. Use proactive, preventative policymaking.
7. Defend the sacred through ecocentric and ecofeminist policy.
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8. Acknowledge ecoanxiety as an emergent ﻿mental health crisis and create 
adequate systems of support.

9. Decolonize policymaking, societal institutions, and respected diverse forms 
of knowledge.

10. Support the self-determination of Indigenous peoples and centre Indigenous 
knowledge.

11. Support the flourishing and diversity of localized social and environmental 
ecosystems.

12. Call for accountability for harm against both ecosystems and communities.

13. Prioritize youth empowerment and meaningful, sustained intergenerational 
partnership, including fair payment of youth advocates.

14. Protect Activists.
15. Ensure accessibility for all.

16. Reframe reform as reimagination (Children’s Environmental Rights 
Initiative, 2021).

An innovation within the pre-activities that led up to the three-day event 
was a YPAR project that trained youth in creating their own YPAR projects 
and mentored them to do so. As project implementers, we invited youth 
(aged 15-24) from across the continent to join synchronous and asynchronous 
virtual training sessions to both learn about YPAR methodologies, ethical 
considerations, and data analysis, and to feed into the 3-day event and the UN 
Special Rapporteur report. This firmly placed youth as knowledge producers 
and climate communicators. Several of the youth presented their projects at 
the three-day event and subsequent webinars hosted by Royal Roads University. 
Adults initiated the process and deliberately structured it to transfer control and 
direction to the youth to build their own processes. 

The young people’s specific research questions were emergent. A team 
of six adults introduced the youth participants to the different elements and 
stages of participatory action research including a range of research methods, 
including interviews, short surveys, focus groups, talking circles, large group 
methods (e.g., world café, open space), observation, secondary analysis, and 
arts-based approaches (e.g., photovoice, métissage), as well as ethical parametres 
and data analysis. We mentored any participant who wanted to set their own 
research question and conduct research with participants from their networks. 
Participants asked questions and sought answers to both broad climate-
related questions (such as What are the biggest environmental challenges you 
face in your community? How do they affect you, the community, and the 
environment? What is your vision for the future in which there is a ﻿healthy 
environment for all? What actions have you taken towards realizing this vision? 
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What successes do you want to celebrate and why? What other ideas, strategies, 
and solutions to addressing environmental problems most inspire you? What 
are the biggest environmental challenges you face in your community?) and 
to specific environmental questions (such as What is the impact of watershed 
erosion in your specific area?). Eighteen 14-17-year-olds participated in the 
training, and a smaller number of five youth completed and presented their 
small research projects. The participants were supported and mentored through 
writing their interview or focus group questions and worked to make any 
necessary adaptations to their consent/assent forms and processes. The process 
yielded meaningful outcomes while also surfacing important lessons about the 
real demands that youth face, such as competing priorities and the limitations 
of dates and times of events. These insights offer relevant reflections for future 
design considerations. 

This consultation, with its extensive activities, illustrated an important 
approach for adult-initiated and ﻿youth-led initiatives that carved meaningful 
space for sharing youth voices and attending to the real threats youth felt across 
North America. Yet, it was also a complex process with multiple rights holders 
pushing and pulling in different directions. The psychological barriers inherent 
in volunteer contributions, including from youth, impacted progress. It also 
led to tangible action, feeding directly into the Special Rapporteur’s report that 
led to GC26.

The youth in Mexico and the youth from the North American Consultation 
identified gaps between knowledge and action. The third case study demonstrates 
how youth have found a different avenue for translating their concerns into 
justiciable rights.

3.3. Lasting Legal Relevance – Youth-led initiatives make 
significant legal progress across states 

Youth-led climate litigation represents a third, formal approach for carving 
space for youth resilient leadership to address the ﻿triple burden youth feel. These 
court cases show how youth ﻿agency, when channelled through legal systems, 
creates lasting structural change at the national and international level. This 
case study encompasses a body of work by youth in youth-led climate litigation 
across several decades and around the world. While this was not research, nor 
did they specifically use a participatory action approach, arguably, civic and 
legal litigation seen in these cases is strongly aligned with the same principles 
that underpin participatory action research, including youth ﻿agency, collective 
meaning‑making, and efforts to challenge existing knowledge and influence 
structural change.
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In the Philippines, in 1993, a group of forty-five children representing 
themselves and ﻿future generations of children claimed that they and ﻿future 
generations had a right to a ﻿healthy environment in the Minors Oposa v. 
Secretary of the Department of Environment and Natural Resources case. Lower 
courts dismissed this case, but on appeal, the Supreme Court overturned this 
decision and found that this was a fundamental right for both existing and 
﻿future generations. While the long-term impacts of this case in the Philippines 
were lacklustre, it ignited a wave of cases for the subsequent decades across 
all regions in the world. As the first significant case to win in a federal court 
to illustrate the role of the state in protecting the rights of ﻿future generations 
and the ﻿responsibility of the state to protect the environment for their benefit, 
it illustrated the unique perspective youth can bring before the court and the 
impact they can have.

Young plaintiffs from Colombia, South Korea, and Pakistan have since used 
legal frameworks focused on principles like the public trust doctrine (a principle 
that suggests that governments have a duty to protect some fundamental natural 
resources, like air and water, for the good of all current and future people) 
and constitutional rights to life and liberty to challenge insufficient carbon 
reduction targets and inadequate state protection. While some international 
bodies and high courts have dismissed cases on procedural grounds, we have 
seen a growing number of landmark victories that recognize the legal standing 
of ﻿future generations. Beyond the courtroom, these cases not only illustrate 
the efficacy of ﻿youth-led initiatives but also highlight Indigenous-led networks 
that have promoted intergenerational ﻿equity through direct legal advocacy, 
policy engagement, and massive public demonstrations. Collectively, these cases 
illustrate a shift toward treating the ﻿climate crisis as a fundamental ﻿human rights 
issue that disproportionately burdens the world’s youth. We will delve into a 
few specific cases.

On the other side of the world, in 2019, fifteen youth from across Canada 
filed the first youth-led federal climate case in La Rose v His Majesty the King 
(Canada), claiming that climate inaction violates their fundamental charter 
rights, including liberty and security. This case is set to go to trial in October 
2026. If successful, La Rose would establish for the first time at the Canadian 
federal level that a government’s failure to act on climate change directly violates 
a citizen’s constitutional rights. This would be a powerful precedent.  This case 
was bolstered by several successful cases in a provincial court in Canada. Mathur 
et al. v. Ontario (2024-2025) saw some success with its seven youth plaintiffs 
opening the door to claim a constitutional right to a stable climate system in 
2023. An earlier case in the US, Juliana v. United States (2020), was led by 
twenty-one youth plaintiffs who argued that the federal government in the 
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US violated their rights by promoting fossil fuels, which was sadly dismissed 
in 2020 at the lower court level and at the Supreme Court in 2025. While 
it failed, it advanced the legal arguments in other cases, such as the sixteen 
youth who led the successful Held v. Montana, where the court held that the 
state of Montana had violated a constitutional right to a clean and healthful 
environment, marking the first constitutional climate case won in the US.

Cumulatively, these cases paint a picture that advocates re-framing the 
impacts of the ﻿climate crisis as fundamental breaches of children’s rights. 
Despite different political, economic, and judicial contexts, courts across the 
Philippines, Colombia, the United States, and Canada have independently 
arrived at a unified conclusion. There is growing evidence of an emerging global 
norm, driven by youth plaintiffs, which is reshaping how we understand a state’s 
obligation to secure current and future children’s right to a ﻿healthy environment. 
These cases also cement the idea that children and youth can and have made 
lasting impacts in addressing the ﻿climate crisis. They have pushed for more 
﻿recognition of the state and other jurisdictions’ roles in mitigating these impacts.

4. Discussion

These multi-scalar approaches reveal how youth navigate ways to redress 
the triple impact of the ﻿climate crisis, while attending to the structural nature 
of the violence it releases, we can see the comprehensive, transdisciplinary 
approaches and ﻿effectiveness of youth advocacy across different domains. These 
cases make it impossible to assume that children and youth, at any level, are not 
impacted by and cannot be involved in processes to support building ﻿resilience 
in the face of, or mitigating the impacts of, climate change. The youth in the 
North American Consultation articulated the inseparability of the ﻿climate crisis 
from colonialism and the marginalisation of various groups, demonstrating 
their interest and ability to deeply engage and understand the wicked nature 
of the ﻿climate crisis. These three cases are manifestly different, but they are 
interconnected in interesting ways. Youth across the cases demonstrated an 
elevated level of awareness regarding environmental challenges. However, a 
significant gap remains between understanding what is happening and having 
clear ways to address what is happening in meaningful ways. Youth can identify 
the issues they face, yet they also express a lack of accompaniment, structure, 
and continuity to support sustained engagement. 

As strong advocates for meaningful appropriate integration of youth-led 
approaches for addressing climate change, it is equally important to acknowledge 
the limitations of participatory action research and youth-led approaches. 
Critiques commonly focus on the lack of depth in processes designed to invite 
youth into dialogue or the ineffective uptake of their ideas. Based on a review 
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of a range of initiatives, Thew et al. (2022) pointed out that published accounts 
focus disproportionately on white youth, potentially missing the rich diversity 
inherent in climate movements. Reyes et al. (2022) further note that within the 
Global North, ‘elite’ preferences tend to be favoured, further marginalising less 
commonly heard voices. In the Global South, Nkrumah (2021) and Reyes et 
al. (2022) both suggest that where youth are invited to climate consultations, 
adults commonly dominate through top-down processes, further entrenching 
tokenism and disenfranchisement. Thew et al. (2022) highlight that tensions 
can arise between youth and adults that limit ﻿youth ﻿participation, particularly 
when adults control outcomes. Similarly, Morgan et al. (2023) noted that 
youth voices tend to be subsumed by adult voices within large gatherings, like 
those convened by UN-based agencies. While these researchers focus on youth 
involvement in climate advocacy, their findings echo critiques of participatory 
action research more generally. These kinds of processes can be powerful, yet 
they do not always transform power relationships. Bettencourt (2020) warns 
that unless we reimagine what research ﻿participation looks like and means, 
researchers can inadvertently reconstitute and replicate unequal power structures 
in the research processes.

According to Field and Barraclough (2025), to meaningfully integrate youth 
perspectives into climate policies and programs, intergenerational approaches 
and youth–adult partnerships are key. While intergenerational advisors 
supported the youth in the second case of the North American Consultation, 
specific, intentional, and meaningful intergenerational approaches are rare. 
Field and Barraclough (2025) highlight the strengths and challenges of youth-
adult partnerships in climate organizing spaces, reaffirming the importance of 
a shared purpose and balanced power dynamics. 

Within very different spheres, the youth articulated that there is a real lack 
of opportunities for children and youth to express their feelings about the world 
they are growing up in and will inherit. The youth in the North American 
Consultation were clear to highlight the abhorrence of a tokenistic participatory 
process, yet they were also clear that committing to climate processes is beyond 
their ability. In carving out their own spaces, youth said that they do not have 
opportunities to voice their fears, opinions, and questions, including in spaces 
that should hold this space, like schools, CBOs, and perhaps even museums. 
The youth illustrated that they are not bound by disciplinary boundaries and 
can easily shift into a transdisciplinary approach.  In these cases, whether adults 
provided space for them to share their ideas or whether they found themselves, 
these climate activists are bold and powerful and should be celebrated. Carving 
out spaces for youth requires commitment and forethought. Pragmatically, it 
requires psychological and relational spaces, as well as formal and informal 
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spaces, to be fostered to allow meaningful ﻿participation and resultant action. 
Psychological Space - Throughout the three cases, including youth reaching 

out for support, or adults making space for youth to feel comfortable and 
confident to share their ideas in psychologically safe ways. The youth all 
articulated a desire to participate meaningfully rather than simply be informed, 
calling for genuine spaces of involvement where their voices influence concrete 
decisions and actions. At the same time, there is distrust toward isolated or 
symbolic initiatives, accompanied by a strong demand for sustainable, ongoing 
projects with visible benefits for the community. Creating this psychological 
space for meaningful ﻿participation requires institutions and adults to not 
only be promoters of environmental action but also coherent role models and 
facilitators who provide ongoing opportunities, tools, and resources that enable 
youth resilient leadership to flourish.

Relational Space - The youth in León illustrated that recognizing the relational 
and interdependent nature of our existence is an avenue to develop what Crump 
et al. (2025) describe as eco-ethical consciousness, or the awareness that humans 
have of the environment. They state, “central to eco-justice education is an 
unpacking of the beliefs and behaviours that shape the way we relate to the Earth 
and to one another” (p.108). A similar approach is proposed by Celidwen and 
Keltner (2023) when they describe kin relationality and ecological belonging, 
which conceptualize the self as intricately connected to the natural environment 
and the natural world as a part of the self. With children, the development of 
such ethical inquiries starts with simple questions, such as the pain that insects 
might feel, before transitioning into more sophisticated conversations about 
ethical treatment of all living beings and interdependence.

Formal and Informal Spaces - The findings from all of the case studies 
point to the potential role of different formal and informal spaces where youth 
voice can be shared, heard, and acted upon. The youth in León noted that 
informal education spaces, including community programs and museums, 
serve as complementary sites for climate and rights-based education. In the 
City of León, the Science Museum and Environmental Centre can function as 
bridging spaces that connect schools and communities with land-based learning, 
supporting intergenerational knowledge exchange and child-led inquiry. Rather 
than serving as supplementary enrichment, where the children see the museum 
as a place to visit occasionally, such spaces hold potential as intentional sites 
for participatory action research, where children’s insights, questions, and 
ethical commitments are taken seriously. In Zacatecas, influenced by their 
context, youth highlighted the potential role of museums as community-
based platforms for citizen science, youth leadership, and climate education. 
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Participants envisioned museums not only as sites of knowledge dissemination 
but as spaces where youth could generate projects, engage children and families, 
and foster collective ﻿responsibility for environmental stewardship. The youth 
involved in informing the UN Special Rapporteur on Human Rights and the 
Environment were invited to participate in a process that had the attention of 
global authorities and led to meaningful change. The youth litigants illustrate 
the profound bravery required and the psychological barrier that being involved 
in multi-year court cases can have. Children are already articulating climate 
concerns, practicing relational ethics, and imagining alternatives. 

The ﻿responsibility to make these kinds of spaces accessible lies with 
institutions (schools, cultural organizations, museums, government) to create 
relational conditions where children can meaningfully participate in shaping 
climate-resilient futures. As the opening section suggested, they are not alone 
in this; many youth have pushed through the numerous barriers to fight for 
a say. While climate change is not their burden to carry, that does not mean 
they should not be invited to share their ideas and their passion for making a 
difference. In articulating the cases, it became clear that a model of leadership 
was emerging that recognised both the inherent latent resiliency of children and 
youth and the imperative for them to be so.

4.1 A Youth Resilient Leadership Model

The three case studies presented in this chapter reveal a similar pattern: 
children and youth are already enacting resilient leadership in response to 
climate change. They also provide evidence of the impacts and nuances of the 
﻿triple burden that youth are experiencing. The children in León articulated that 
they would inherit a damaged local environment yet have no formal means 
of influencing decisions about their residential complex, and they must rely 
on adults who may not prioritize their environmental concerns. In the North 
American Consultation, the YPAR training attempted to address the intersecting 
burdens by producing youth-led insights on ﻿climate impacts, creating the ﻿agency 
to be knowledge producers and researchers, and to provide a platform to be 
heard and seen by power brokers. In the litigations, youth clearly articulated 
how they were experiencing the ﻿climate crisis in specific ways, while breaking 
down barriers to have their political voices heard, yet this meant they were 
shouldering an unfair burden of holding states accountable.

Across youth-led participatory action research in Mexico, intergenerational 
consultation processes in North America, and transnational youth-led 
climate litigation, young people confront similar conditions: limited ﻿agency, 
institutional silos, and a lack of sustained relational support. While the contexts, 
methods, and outcomes vary, each case illustrates that youth leadership emerges 



23

Carving Space for Children’s Voice Within the Complex Web of Climate Justice

most powerfully when relationships are at the core. This includes relationships 
that reflect on the land, the more-than-human kin, self, peers, community, 
and adults willing to listen, accompany, and act in solidarity. These cases 
also demonstrate that leadership is not a singular act or individual trait, but 
a cyclical, relational practice shaped by ﻿care, reciprocity, and continuity over 
time (Rosile et al., 2018). It is within this shared landscape that we propose a 
relational model of resilient leadership that responds to the structural violence of 
the ﻿climate crisis by prioritizing interconnectedness, ethical ﻿responsibility, and 
collective capacity-building, and that offers a framework for supporting children 
and youth as present-day leaders navigating complex systems with courage, 
creativity, and kindness.

While the three case studies involved different scales, methods and outcomes, 
together they are powerful reminders of both the resiliency and the leadership 
capabilities of youth within the context of understanding and combatting the 
﻿climate crisis. Each of the cases focused on the importance of relationality, 
to others and to the planet, albeit in different ways. Emanating from these 
cases is an approach we have attempted to articulate within a Youth Resilient 
Leadership Model. Inspired by these young people, this cyclical model has at 
its core the understanding of relationality and interconnectedness, as well as an 
invitation for the collective to engage their whole selves in the process (mind, 
body, emotions, spirit) and to acknowledge the inseparable connection to the 
Earth. This holistic critical self-reflection offers an opportunity for children and 
youth to express their feelings about the world they are growing up in and will 
inherit. It is also an invitation for adults to listen and hold space.

The Youth Resilient Model embodies three core principles:
Principle 1: Relationality as Foundation. Resilient leadership recognizes 

interconnection - to peers, communities, land, and more-than-human kin. 
The León children’s concern for insects, the Zacatecas youth’s call for kin 
relationality, the North American Consultation youth’s concern for the impact 
on marginalised communities, and the legal plaintiffs’ claims on behalf of ﻿future 
generations all demonstrate a foundational principle of relationality.

Principle 2: Holistic Engagement. Climate leaders engage in a whole-
person process that integrates mind, body, emotions, culture, and spirit. This 
engagement acknowledges and holds the emotional realities that youth carry. 
Through this holistic orientation, young people can examine the root causes, 
patterns, structures, and interconnections that shape climate challenges, while 
also exploring individual and collective pathways for action. Attending to these 
dimensions cultivates the relational ﻿resilience required to adapt, to persist, to 
lead ethically with kindness (Desmarais et al., 2023).
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Principle 3: Cyclical Practice. Drawing on Kemmis’ (2008) PAR cycle 
and the Chicomexochitl corn-growth metaphor, resilient leadership is iterative 
and builds on concepts of planning or sowing the seeds, acting or growing 
the corn (for instance, building relationships and gathering data), observing 
or harvesting, and reflecting or sharing the produce (or knowledge). This stage 
extends beyond dissemination to include collective sense-making and action, 
ensuring that knowledge is returned to the community to support ongoing 
climate responses. Each cycle of learning and action generates new seeds, 
sustaining youth-led climate leadership that is adaptive, intergenerational, and 
responsive to local ecological realities.

5. Conclusion

The ﻿climate crisis presents interconnected challenges whose burdens fall 
unevenly across society. Children and young people face disproportionate 
impacts from these crises, yet they remain systematically shut out of the political 
processes that shape climate policy. Their voices are similarly marginalized in 
research spaces, rarely given opportunities to direct the studies and priorities 
that inform decision-makers.

This chapter has highlighted that, nevertheless, young people have 
demonstrated remarkable leadership, sparking global movements that challenge 
individuals, institutions, governments, and the international community to 
respond more urgently to the climate disaster and pursue genuine ﻿climate 
justice. Adults and key institutions have an important role to play in ensuring 
children and youth have the ability to express their concerns about climate 
change and share their ideas for mitigating its risks and building ﻿resilience. 
As these case studies have shown, this can, and should, happen in individual 
apartment blocks with young children, in schools and museums, in the federal 
courthouses, and in regional and international bodies.

Through these case studies, we have highlighted ways adult advocates 
and allies can amplify the voices of children and youth regarding ﻿climate 
﻿vulnerability and ﻿resilience, but more importantly, we have also shown the ways 
in which youth are leading the way in doing this work and supporting other 
youth to inoculate themselves against climate injustices they face. They have 
demonstrated they are strong, meaningful, climate action, resilient leaders. The 
call to action, illustrated through these case studies and many others, is that 
we need to reframe the conversation to explore tangible solutions and create 
environments where children thrive in rich and nourishing habitats on a planet 
that can confidently support children and ﻿future generations.

Impediments to Action - In outlining the actions adults should take and youth 
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should be supported to take, we must also acknowledge the many challenges 
and impediments that may get in the way. The youth in these case studies 
articulated a range of impediments, but they are also reiterated in the literature. 
The most obvious challenge is the increasing climate risks for all, but especially 
the impacts on children.

Youth around the world are experiencing unprecedented ﻿climate anxiety 
given the existential nature of the ﻿climate crisis (Hickman et al., 2021). Without 
redress or acknowledgment, this makes action seem overwhelming and apathy 
a feasible alternative. Adultism and the invisibility of children’s needs also pose 
a significant threat to real action, which is exacerbated by children’s precarious 
position on policy agendas (Trott, 2024). This is exacerbated by the real and 
imagined lack of resources to do this kind of work.  	

Stepping up your advocacy - To conclude this chapter, we want to suggest 
some ways to mitigate the barriers and step up your advocacy. This work starts 
with acknowledging the issue, in all of its complexity. As an adult advocate 
and ally, apply a rights-based approach. This means recognising that children, 
and all people, have a right to live and thrive in a ﻿healthy environment and 
to live in a country that upholds that right. Such advocacy might require you 
to lobby for change and for formal spaces of engagement. In many cases, this 
means challenging childism and doing your part to make space for children 
and youth to advocate for climate action in ways that make sense to them. A 
key component of this work is paying participants for their labour to mitigate 
barriers to engagement and ensuring their ﻿inclusion at the table when projects 
are initiated, or decisions are made. This approach requires recognizing the 
impact youth can have when the impediments to having their voice heard 
and acted upon are removed. Finally, challenge negative and unhelpful norms 
that quash youth advocacy and climate action, and encourage supportive and 
positive norms that support youth and ﻿climate justice. 
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