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Topic 001: Child Protection from Violence, Exploitation and 

Abuse 

Content Warning: This background guide contains discussion of child abuse and exploitation, 
including gendered violence, sexual abuse and female genital mutilation/cutting. 
 

Introduction and Context 

Founded in the aftermath of the second world war as the United Nations 

International Children’s Emergency Fund, the organization was established to provide food, 

clothing, health care and support to European children facing the devastating repercussions 

of the conflict.1 In 1953, the United Nations (UN) General Assembly extended the mandate 

of United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) to allow the United Nations programme to 

continue its work indefinitely.2 Today, guided by the Convention on the Rights of the Child,3 

UNICEF describes its work today as the fight “for the rights of every child, every day, 

                                                
1 United Nations Children's Fund, “Our History,” UNICEF, July 9, 2015, 1946, 
https://www.unicef.org/about/who/index_history.html. 
 
2 Ibid, 1953.  
 
3 United Nations Children's Fund, “Mission Statement,” UNICEF, April 25, 2003, 
https://www.unicef.org/about/who/index_mission.html. 
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across the globe.”4 A core component of UNICEF’s work today involves strengthening 

child protections against violence, exploitation and abuse, devoting a portion of the 

intergovernmental organization’s $18.6 billion in resources5 towards helping vulnerable 

children. 

Jorge’s Story6 

When Jorge’s mother died, he, at four years-old, slipped into the care Cuba’s child 

protective services, landing in a home for boys, girls and adolescents without family. “It was 

difficult for me at the beginning, when I first arrived, but the director helped me and the 

other children accepted me immediately,”7 says Jorge. His clothing, medical care, 

accommodation, meals and clothing, while living there, were guaranteed by the Cuban 

Ministry of Education, also providing the opportunity to study at national academic 

institutions. Yet Jorge, and the approximately four hundred other Cuban children in his 

position, might not have this experience without the continued efforts of UNICEF to 

improve the quality of care of children and adolescents without family. As Adelaide 

Espinosa, Director of el Cotorro home, phrases it, “With the support of UNICEF, household 

workers are more highly qualified to advise and give love, and have the necessary tools to 

manage each individual case.”8 UNICEF participates in training and exchange of staff 

working at these homes, empowering them to take care of Jorge, and children like him, so he 

                                                
 
4 United Nations Children's Fund, “What We Do,” UNICEF, https://www.unicef.org/what-we-do. 
 
5 Economic and Social Council, United Nations, E/ICEF/2013/AB/L.4, July 11, 2013, Resources available, 
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/LTD/N13/391/10/PDF/N1339110.pdf. 
 
6 Elements of this story are from Marta López Fesser, “Child Protection Services in Cuba: Jorge's Story,” 
UNICEF, January 18, 2017, https://www.unicef.org/protection/cuba_94416.html. 
 
7 Ibid. 
 
8 Ibid. 
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may be ready to live independently once he turns eighteen. Picturing the future, Jorge says, 

“I am sure I will go back to visit the director and my friends. What I want most is to open 

myself to society, find new friends and have a girlfriend.”9 

Children without Parents 

 Jorge speaks to one specific group of vulnerable children—those missing their first 

natural, external line of protection—children without their parents. Although for Jorge the 

catalyst for the loss of his parents was death, there are a wealth of other tragedies that may 

separate a child from their parents, including: abduction, displacement, household violence, 

health issues or stigma.10 In Eastern Europe and Central Asia alone, an estimated 1.3 million 

children live experience this reality, with nearly half (600,000) living in residential care from 

institutions scattered through the region.11 Children without parental care are less shielded 

from harmful influences, risks and stress; as a result, these children are more likely to be 

emotionally unstable, develop conduct disorders or low self-esteems, and engage risky 

behaviour.12 These vulnerabilities inevitably lead to diminished health outcomes, and an 

accordingly lower quality of life, forcing caretakers to fight to aid emotional, cognitive and 

emotional development, which may otherwise threaten the normal life of separated 

children.13 UNICEF’s recent efforts to response to this problem fall in line with the  

                                                
9 Ibid. 
 
10 United Nations Children's Fund, “Children without Parental Care,” UNICEF, March 22, 2011, 
https://www.unicef.org/protection/57929_58004.html. 
 
11 United Nations Children's Fund, At Home or in a Home? (New York City: United Nations, 2011), 4, 
https://www.unicef.org/protection/Web-Unicef-rapport-home-20110623v2.pdf. 
 
12 Svetlana Kvrgic and Jelena Jovovic, “Children Without Parental Care as a Vulnerable Category,” Medicinski 
Pregled 56, no. 9-10 (2003): 436, doi:10.2298/mpns0310436k. 
13 Ibid. 
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Guidelines for the Alternative Care of Children, adopted by the United Nations in 2010,14 which 

encourage alternative care only after efforts to restore children to families have failed or fall 

outside the best-interests of the child.15 In these cases, the “quality of alternative care is 

critical to child well-being,”16 informing the United Nations focus on helping governments 

implement these guidelines by strengthen social care and protection, while simultaneously 

supporting efforts to prevent separation. 

The Scope of the Underlying Problem 

Children without parents, however, represent only a subset of the vulnerable 

population that the United Nation Children’s Fund seeks to protect—the real problem of 

violence, exploitation and abuse extends beyond this, its effects affected by entrenched 

racial, gender and ethnic inequalities.17 Some of the child protection issues that UNICEF 

actively plays a role in combating, which may be of interest to this committee include: 

1. children without parental care, 

2. female genital mutilation or cutting (FGM/C), 

3. sexual violence against children,  

4. psychosocial support and well-being. 

What unifies many of these problems are the breathtaking numbers involved: 

thirteen million children missing both parents (“double orphans”) with five percent under 

                                                
14 United Nations Children's Fund. “Children without Parental Care.” 
 
15 United Nations General Assembly, Guidelines for the Alternative Care of Children, A/RES/64/142 (New York 
City: United Nations, 2010), https://www.unicef.org/protection/alternative_care_Guidelines-English.pdf. 
 
16 Ibid. 
 
17 United Nations Children's Fund, “Protecting Children from Violence, Exploitation and Abuse.” 
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the age of five,18 200 million girls and women experiencing FGM/C across thirty countries19 

and, perhaps most troubling, the ratio one in ten, representing the fraction of girls subjected 

to forced sexual acts.20 More than simply demonstrating the scope of these issues, these 

statistics also highlight the gendered nature of UNICEF’s chosen problems in this area, 

especially for a committee meeting only six weeks after International Women’s Day. When 

tackling sexual violence against children, the United Nations must treat this as a gendered 

problem, while also ensuring that men and boys, as victims, are not ignored or excluded. 

Although boys experience this significantly less than girls,21 evidence suggests that male-

directed sexual violence has occurred in more than twenty-five counties; in eastern 

Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), a study found fifteen percent of men and boys 

said they had been victims of sexual violence during conflict.22  

 

Some Solutions 

To make inroads towards ameliorating these global problem, UNCIEF focuses on 

strengthening local child protection system in cooperation with governments, non-

governmental organizations, civil society actors and the private sector.23 The raw 

                                                
18 United Nations Children's Fund, Press Centre, “Orphans,” news release, June 15, 2015, UNICEF, 
https://www.unicef.org/media/media_45279.html. 
 
19 United Nations Children's Fund, Female Genital Mutilation/Cutting: A Global Concern (New York City: 
UNICEF, 2016), 2. 
 
20  Cappa, Claudia. Hidden in Plain Sight: A Statistical Analysis of Violence against Children. New York, USA: 
UNICEF, 2014. 
 
21 United Nations Children's Fund, “Sexual Violence against Children,” UNICEF, June 17, 2016, 
https://www.unicef.org/protection/57929_58006.html. 
 
22 United Nations News Centre, “UN Forum Highlights Plight of Male Victims of Sexual Violence in Conflict,” 
UN News Center, July 30, 2013, http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=45532. 
23 United Nations Children's Fund, “UNICEF's Approach to Child Protection,” UNICEF, March 22, 2011, 
https://www.unicef.org/protection/57929_57990.html. 
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components of these child protections systems include human resources, finances, laws, 

standards, governance, monitoring and services,24 cut across the political, economic, social, 

technological, legal and environmental spheres. In addition to the hard measures the United 

Nations takes to ensure child safety, such as helping administer child care, the 

intergovernmental organization also recognizes the soft causes, especially the role of social 

norms, in leading communities into normalized cycles of child violence, exploitation and 

abuse.25 

 For example, the United Nations Children’s Fund, in partnership with the United 

Nations Population’s Fund (UNPF), have worked, since 2008, on the UNFPA-UNICEF 

Joint Programme on Female Genital Mutilation/Cutting: Accelerating Change—its work spanning 

across seventeen countries.26 The programme takes a holistic approach to addressing the 

female genital mutilation/cutting crisis, by 

1. establishing and implementing culturally sensitive educational programmes to 

encourage the abandonment of the FGM/C in communities; 

2. advocating legislative and legal reforms within target countries; and 

3. supporting national capacity building endeavours to ensure counties can 

independently stop FGM/C.27 

A key emphasis of UNICEF and UNPF’s educational efforts involves building 

relationships with community (sometimes religious) leaders and organizations to build truly 
                                                                                                                                            
 
24 Ibid. 
 
25 Ibid. 
 
26 United Nations Children's Fund, “Female Genital Mutilation/cutting,” UNICEF, February 26, 2016, 
https://www.unicef.org/protection/57929_58002.html. 
27 Khadija Hashi and Leila Sharafi, A Holistic Approach to the Abandonment of Female Genital 
Mutilation/cutting (New York: United Nations Population Fund, 2007), 6. 
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local programmes; in Sudan, for example, the UNPF supported Ahfad University for 

Women in a campaign that used community-based interventions.28 The Sudanese university 

began offering a community development course in 1990s, allowing students to play 

leadership roles by addressing issues such as reproductive health, early marriage and female 

genital mutilation/cutting.29 Several universities have emulated this model: Gadarif and 

Gezira, in 2010, invited the Joint Programme to enhance their curricula by including 

information about the negative consequences of FGM/C.30 This community approach 

empowers individuals to catalyzing change within their own communities, a method 

championed by many of UNICEF/UNPF’s non-governmental organization (NGO) 

partners such as Tostan International.31 Tostan is a Africa-based organization that works 

“directly with rural communities leading their own development.”32 Their flagship 

programme is the Community Empowerment Program (CEP) in which a local facilitator is 

assigned to a village, leading classes centered around human rights-based education—33a 

program, which over 25 years, has led to over 8000 communities condemning FGM/C or 

forced marriage.34 

                                                
28 Ibid., 7. 
 
29 United Nations Population Fund, “Sudan: The Campaign against Cutting Goes to School,” UNPF, February 
02, 2012, http://www.unfpa.org/news/sudan-campaign-against-cutting-goes-school. 
 
30 Ibid. 
 
31 United Nations Population Fund, “Joint Programme on Female Genital Mutilation/Cutting,” UNPF, 
http://www.unfpa.org/joint-programme-female-genital-mutilationcutting. 
 
32 Tostan International, “About Us,” Tostan, Mission & History, http://www.tostan.org/about-us/. 
 
33 Tostan International, “Program Structure,” Tostan, Starting the Program, 
http://www.tostan.org/programs/community-empowerment-program/program-structure/. 
 
34 Tostan International, “Community Empowerment Program,” Tostan, Our Success, 
http://www.tostan.org/programs/community-empowerment-program/. 
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These changes strengthen the enforcement of anti-FGM/C laws, complementing the 

programme’s legal advocacy. In Egypt and Senegal, for example, the intergovernmental 

organization worked with local human rights groups, UNPF, United Nations Development 

Programme, parliament (among other groups) to develop and implement laws prohibiting 

FGM/C.35 The programme, overall, has been considered effective in driving the 

abandonment of this practice, according to an independent evaluation.36 The second stage of 

the programme is coming to an end this year (2017), and moving forward, its goals of a 40 

per cent decrease in FGM/C in girls under 15 and at least one country declaring total 

elimination of the practice by the end of 201737 must be evaluated, while new targets are set. 

Specific Case, General Approach 

 The specifics of UNICEF action on the issue of female genital mutilation/cutting 

highlight the general principle with which the international organization deals with issues 

regarding child protection—a focus, first and foremost, on providing protection from 

violence, exploitation and abuse. To ensure the safety of the child, UNICEF looks to 

implement both hard and soft changes, working with a variety of stakeholder, including: 

1. governments, to design legal and policy changes in the interests of the vulnerable 

population; 

2. other UN bodies and NGOs, to harness experience; and 

3. local actors and leaders, to drive grassroots change with a culturally-sensitive 

approach. 

                                                
35 Khadija Hashi and Leila Sharafi, 7. 
 
36 “Evaluation Brief,” in UNFPA-UNICEF Joint Evaluation of the UNFPA-UNICEF Joint Programme on 
Female Genital Mutilation/Cutting (FGM/C): Accelerating Change (New York City: United Nations, 2013). 
 
37 United Nations Population Fund, “Joint Programme on Female Genital Mutilation/Cutting,” Phase II – 2014-
2017. 
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Whether dealing with the issue of children without parents, protection from sexual violence, 

or ensuring adequate psychological support, this multi-pronged approach has a track record 

of producing meaningful change. 
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Pertinent Questions 

1. How can the United Nations Children’s Fund further strengthen cooperation with 

important stakeholders, including non-governmental organization, governments and 

religious leaders, to take advantage existing expertise and institute meaningful 

change? 

2. How should new technological tools and more accessible information be leveraged 

to encourage social change through education or advocacy campaigns, and how 

should existing programmes be accordingly updated or streamlined? 

3. How can UNICEF develop a more substantive policy on dealing with children 

without parental care, particularly for those without other family? To that end, how 

can the organization work with and support institutions currently looking after these 

children? 

4. How should UNICEF include men and boys in gender equality efforts and allocate 

resources towards helping male victims of sexual violence, especially during conflict? 

5. Looking forward at the continuation of international efforts to prevent female 

genital mutilation/cutting, what are some objective goals that the international 

organization can set in the short- and long-term and how can current efforts be 

modified to help meet those stated goals? 
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