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The crisis is having a profound impact on children's rights, 
especially for children most affected by poverty and discrimination.

The climate and inequality crisis in numbers

is needed per year to achieve the  
Sustainable Development Goals in 

lower income countries. 

Children who are most affected and have done the least to
cause the crisis receive the least investment and support.
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35%
of children responding to our survey 

said they were already campaigning or 
wanted to start.

73%
of children responding to our survey
believed adults should be doing more 

to tackle the issues.

85%
- the fall in the cost of

large scale solar power from 
2010 to 2020.

139 million $193 billion
in additional aid would have been 

available if major donors had
dedicated 0.7% of GNI as

aid in 2021.

$100 billion
would be saved every year responding to 
disasters if contingency planning, social 

protection and financial inclusion
were improved.

$483 billion
is lost in public revenue globally each 

year to cross-border tax abuse. Stronger, 
fairer tax systems would make this
available for investment in children.

Children are demanding change.

A greener and more just planet is possible if the climate emergency
and inequality are addressed together and with urgency.

additional jobs could be created by 
transitioning to a more inclusive,
sustainable and resilient economy.
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Climate change is commonly described by 
policy‑makers, business leaders and media as 
the greatest threat to the future. But when 

Save the Children recently undertook our biggest‑ever 
dialogue with more than 54,500 children from 
41 countries on issues of climate change and inequality, 
they left us in no doubt that the climate threat isn’t 
about tomorrow. For the world’s 2.4 billion children, 
the climate crisis is a global emergency today. 

In higher and lower income countries, children are 
experiencing and observing changes in weather 
patterns, like successive years of drought, and a 
rise in extreme weather events like flooding and 
cyclones. One 15‑year‑old girl in Colombia summed 
it up powerfully: “Climate change is like a monster that 
destroys us. There are storms, hurricanes, it’s very hot, 
there’s a lot of rain. We are not taking care of the planet; 
we are filling it with garbage.” 

We need to work together because we don’t live in the same country, but in the same world.
Message shared by a boy participating in a Save the Children dialogue in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa

Our dialogue with children on the intersecting climate and inequality crisis
Between May and August 2022, Save the Children 
staff engaged with more than 54,500 children 
from 41 countries through in-person consultations, 
interviews and surveys. Our aim was to listen to 
children about their experiences of climate change 
and inequality, and the changes that they want 
adults to make, in order to shape our own work 
and campaigning. While dialogues were structured 
by common guidelines and a set of core questions, 
colleagues engaged with children in ways that 
were appropriate to their local context and that 
supported children in their own activism. 

While we did not aim for a scientifically 
representative sample, the dialogues reached 
different groups of children in higher and lower 
income countries in all regions, including children 
who experience discrimination as a result of sex, 

race, disability, migratory status, income level, 
indigeneity or identity. Some of the children we 
spoke to had previous engagement with us through 
our programmes and campaigns, but many had not. 
Some were experienced campaigners, while others 
had limited prior knowledge of the issues. Most 
children we spoke to were aged 8–17, though some 
young people aged 18–22 participated. 

The dialogues brought out rich insights, many 
of which appear in this report and which have 
informed our analysis and recommendations. 
These insights have deepened our understanding 
of children’s experiences and priorities, and of how 
an international organisation like Save the Children 
can support the bold child activism that is under 
way in all corners of the globe.

The climate emergency is  
deeply connected to inequality
Our dialogues with children confirmed that the 
climate emergency and issues of inequality are deeply 
connected, and cannot be dealt with in isolation 
from each other. Across the world, inequalities are 
deepening the emergency and its impacts on children, 
most notably across two key dimensions. 

The first dimension of inequality is age. The climate 
emergency is a child rights crisis. Children are bearing 
the brunt of the emergency because they are at a 
unique stage of physical and emotional development, 
putting them at greater risk during disasters and times 
of hardship.1 As one 16‑year‑old boy living in Egypt 
observed, “Children are more vulnerable than adults, so that 
the factories that produce smoke harm them.” 

Summary
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Children have longer to live with the rising impacts of 
global heating and climatic changes. Previous research 
in Save the Children’s Born Into the Climate Crisis report 
found a child born in 2020 will experience on average 
nearly seven times more heatwaves in their lifetime 
compared with a person born in 1960, and nearly three 
times the exposure to crop failure.2

The second dimension of inequality is in income, 
wealth and power. Children in our dialogues observed 
that communities and households most affected by 
poverty, inequality and discrimination have the least 
protection and, when disaster hits, have less to spend 
on recovery. One 13‑year‑old boy in Gaza told us, “Not 
all people are financially equal, not everyone has the privilege 
to be able to live in a safe home and those people are facing 
a greater danger.” This is a grave injustice. Children who 
have done the least to cause the climate emergency – 
or design unequal economic systems – are suffering 
the most from their impacts.

Inequalities in income, wealth and power are often 
intertwined with social inequalities and discrimination 
by race, disability, indigeneity, displacement or 
migration status and sexual orientations, gender 
identities, expression and sexual characteristics. 
A number of children shared insights about how 
communities affected by inequality and discrimination 

have limited political influence to push for policies 
or changes in government and business practice 
that would better protect them and the planet.3 
Indigenous People’s communities and those facing 
racial discrimination were noted to be particularly 
marginalised. As one young woman from the 
Indigenous Sámi community in Norway shared  
with us, “We meet a lot of resistance in pretty much 
everything we do or say.” 

By contrast, those who are profiting from industries 
that harm the environment often have more power to 
influence public spending, regulation and opinions in 
ways that undermine prospects for stronger climate, 
environmental and social policies. One simple plea by 
a 15‑year‑old boy in Sierra Leone speaks volumes:  
“I want leaders to stop taking bribes.” 

The power dynamic at play here between climate 
change and inequality creates a vicious cycle. 
Children who already face hardship are pushed 
deeper into poverty and marginalisation. At the 
same time, incentives for changes in government 
and business policy and practice that would address 
the crisis are undermined. To turn the tide on the 
climate emergency, as a world we must recognise 
and understand its connections with inequality – 
and address the two issues together.

A note on terminology
We use ‘climate emergency’ here, recognising – like 
many children, scientists and administrations – 
that the threat to humanity from the climate crisis 
necessitates urgent action. 

We use ‘inequality’ to refer to inequalities in 
wealth, income and power. We recognise that these 
often translate into inequalities in opportunities 
and rights, and are often linked to discrimination 
by sexual orientation, gender identity and 
expression, and sex characteristics, and to social 
inequalities in race, disability, indigeneity and 
displacement or migration status. Many children 
experience intersecting and compounding forms 
of discrimination and marginalisation.

As we show in the Generation Hope report, the 
global climate emergency is deeply linked to 
longstanding inequalities in power and wealth 

between and within countries and across the 
world. This has culminated in a climate and 
inequality crisis, which is disproportionately 
affecting children. 

Throughout the Generation Hope report, we refer 
to the need for action to build a ‘green and just’ 
planet. We use these words to represent what 
children have told us about the kind of world they 
want to live in. A world where nature is restored, 
where the impact of disasters is reduced, and 
where everyone has clean air to breathe and clean 
water to drink and to wash or play in. ‘Green and 
just’ recognises that those who have contributed 
most to the climate and inequality crisis – and who 
have benefitted most from it – have the greatest 
responsibility to address it.
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Countries that children participating in Save the Children’s 
2022 global listening exercise were from.

In Colombia, over 362,000 
children were affected by 

disasters between 2017 and 
2019. Floods in 2017 took the 

lives of 92 children.

In South Africa, climate change 
has doubled the likelihood of 
dangerous flooding. In 2022, 

flooding in KwaZulu-Natal left 
more than 400 people dead, and 

affected 630 schools.

In Portugal 
and Spain, 

heatwaves resulted 
in at least 
281 deaths 
in 2022.

Warming at twice the global 
rate, climate change has produced 
intense heatwaves in Canada with 
569 identified heat-related deaths 

in June-July 2021.

In Brazil, heavy rains in 2022 triggered 
catastrophic floods and landslides that killed 
14, including seven children in Rio de Janeiro, 

and displaced at least 25,000 people and 
killed more than 130 in North East Brazil.

Selected climate disasters 
in recent years

The climate emergency is a reality 
for children across the world
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Over 5,700 families have been 
displaced from their homes by 
drought in central and southern 
Iraq, including families previously 

displaced by conflict.

Cylcone Seroja in 2021 
caused historic flooding and 
landslides that left 181 dead 
in Indonesia, 42 in Timor 
Leste and one in Australia.

In Mozambique, Cyclone 
Idai and Kenneth in 
2019 left close to 

2.5 million people, including 
1.3 million children, 

vulnerable and in need of 
humanitarian assistance. 

In Kenya, Somalia, and Ethiopia, droughts in 2022 
have left more than 6.4 million people in need of food 

support. Droughts have been linked to a doubling in child 
marriages, the risk of school dropout tripling within three 
months, and has left more than 1.8 million children in 
need of treatment for life-threatening malnutrition.

Over 1,300 lives were 
lost in unprecedented 
flooding in Pakistan in 
2022, with children 
making up a third of 

total fatalities. 
33 million people, 
including 11 million 
children, have been 
severely affected.

In Afghanistan, nearly 19 million 
children and adults are facing 
severe food shortages due to 
combined crises of drought, 

conflict and Covid-19. Children 
are frequently going to bed 

hungry, with girls reporting this 
almost twice as much as boys.

In Germany and 
Belgium, record rain 
in 2021 triggered 
devasting floods 
that caused a 

reported death toll 
of 183 in Germany, 
and 36 in Belgium.
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The numbers of children affected  
are staggering
New data analysis by Save the Children – presented  
for the first time in this report – shows that  
774 million children around the world are both  
living in multidimensional poverty and exposed to 
high climate risk.4 

Most children facing the dual threat of poverty and 
high climate risk live in lower income countries, with 
more than three‑quarters living in South Asia  
and sub-Saharan Africa. A significant number – 
121 million children – live in higher income countries, 
including 28 million children in the world’s most 
affluent countries.5 Across the globe, 183 million 
face the triple threat of high climate risk, poverty 
and conflict. 

Of the more than 42,000 children who responded to 
surveys that we ran in 15 countries, 83% reported that 
they had noticed the impact of climate change and/or 
economic inequality in the world around them.6 

The implications of multiple, overlapping risks are 
starkly illustrated by the current global food, nutrition 

and cost of living crisis that is causing 345 million 
people in 82 countries to face severe lack of food.7 
In the Horn of Africa alone it is taking a life every 
48 seconds. Even in the world’s most affluent 
countries, many families are struggling to put food 
on the table.

For example, in all regions, children in our dialogues 
noted rising food prices and the impact this is having. 
The insights they shared are heart‑breaking:

• “My own basic needs are often not met, and I am reluctant 
to ask my parents because I also know that my family’s 
economic condition is getting worse.” (13‑year‑old boy  
in Indonesia)

• “Food is very expensive and my mother can’t buy some 
things.” (10‑year‑old boy in Spain)

• “The prices of things keep going up. How are we supposed 
to sustain ourselves and our families if they keep raising 
the prices?” (18‑year‑old in Zambia)

The immediate cause of spiralling food and living costs  
is the conflict in Ukraine, coming on top of economic 
turbulence caused by the Covid‑19 pandemic. But the  
global food, nutrition and cost of living crisis has 
deeper roots in climatic changes and wider conflict. 

Figure 1: Where do children affected by multidimensional poverty and high climate risk live?

Shades of blue indicate a high proportion of children living in 
multidimensional poverty (over a third). There are still children who 
experience high climate risk in many of these countries, but the 
proportion is less than a third. Shades of red show that climate risks 
are more prevalent than poverty. Dark purple indicates where both 
poverty and high climate risk are highly prevalent.

Proportion 
of children 
living in 
poverty

Proportion of children 
experiencing at least 
one extreme climate 
event per year

33%

33%

66%

66%
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The combined climate and inequality crisis is a risk 
multiplier, eroding children’s and communities’ 
resilience to shocks. If it is not addressed with urgency, 
the frequency and severity of humanitarian and cost 
of living crises like those we are seeing today are set 
to increase. Children in disadvantaged communities 
will pay the price. The fulfilment of children’s rights 
and achievement of the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) are slipping further out of reach.

Children are not passive victims
Children are bearing the brunt of the climate and 
inequality crisis, but their views, actions and 
demands for change are among the boldest and 
most tenacious. In recent years, children’s and young 
people’s movements have helped to push the climate 
emergency up the political agenda. Over 70% of 
children who responded to our survey believed that 
adults should be doing more to address the issues, 
and 35% reported they were already campaigning 
themselves on the climate crisis or inequality, or 
wanted to start. But many feel they are being ignored. 
As one 12-year-old boy in Nigeria said, “We try to tell 
adults things about us and how the community is affecting us, 
but they don’t listen to us because we are small.” 

Children have insightful ideas for what needs to be 
done to address the crisis, based on their experiences 
and unique understanding of how children are being 

Figure 2: How multidimensional poverty, the climate emergency and conflict risk intersect globally 
(millions of children affected)
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affected and therefore what should be done. As a 
15‑year‑old girl in Guatemala told us, “Giving young 
people a voice and platform to speak from would be the most 
useful thing; they already have the ideas.” Many of the 
children we engaged with are frustrated at a perceived 
lack of action by governments, business and adults in 

Chenla, 15, lives on  
lake Tonle Sap in Cambodia.  
The largest freshwater lake 
in South-East Asia, it was  
a rich fishing ground. But 
now, partly as a result of  
the climate emergency,  
fish stocks are declining.

Children affected 
by conflict

Children in 
multidimensional 

poverty
Children at high 

climate risk

1,857
954

442
50

178

183

591
50

178

183

591
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their communities, and a number shared with us the 
impact that this has had on their mental health or that 
of their peers. “The only thing I can think about is fear,” 
said a 17‑year‑old boy in Italy.

But despite this, most children in our dialogues were 
firm in their belief that change is possible. This gives 
us hope. And it inspires us to translate hope into 
concrete action for a greener and more just planet. 
All adults have a responsibility to listen to and act 
on the demands children are making. States, in 
particular, must fulfil their responsibilities under the 
international human and children’s rights frameworks, 
including the responsiblility to take into account as 
a primary consideration the impacts on children of 
decisions that affect them. Businesses must also fulfil 
their responsibility to respect and support children’s 
rights. These responsibilities have been neglected for 
decades. The world would look very different today 
had they not been.

Delivering change will not always be straightforward. 
It will require grappling with complexity, navigating 
trade-offs and making the difficult decisions needed to 
rewire our economic and social systems – by rewriting 
the rules and incentives that structure them.8 As 
children highlighted in our dialogues, this is a challenge 
that must be addressed through partnership – across 
sectors and geographies; between governments, civil 
society and business; and crucially, with children and 
their communities. As one child in India put it, “Unity is 
the greatest strength of all, so we need to stand together in 
this fight.”

Driving systemic change:  
five key entry points
The exact changes that are needed in policy and practice 
will vary according to context and must be defined in 
line with the responsibilities of states and business 
under the international human and children’s rights 
frameworks, which includes consulting with children 
and taking their best interests into account. However, 
five key entry points to addressing the combined 
climate and inequality crisis have particular potential 
for driving systemic change. We have identified these 
by drawing on the ideas that children shared with us 
through our dialogues, together with experience from 

our programmes work, wider research and examples of 
innovative action already being taken in communities 
across the world. The five entry points are: 

1 Double down on climate and inequality through 
a unified approach. This must maximise potential 
synergies while at the same time reducing emissions 
of greenhouse gases and transitioning from fossil 
fuels at the pace required to limit global heating 
to 1.5ºC.

2 Invest in children and their rights to health, 
nutrition, education, and protection from violence 
and poverty. This is a precondition for healthy 
economies and societies.

3 Deliver justice at the climate and inequality 
frontlines to children and communities most 
affected – through anticipating shocks and building 
resilience to them, adapting essential services 
to minimise disruption, and supporting children 
experiencing losses and damage as a result of the 
climate emergency. 

4 Listen to children and act on their demands, 
ensuring they have meaningful say over decisions 
that affect their lives and the planet.

5 Shift finance and power globally, so that lower 
income and climate‑vulnerable countries that have 
done the least to contribute to the global climate 
emergency have the finance they need to deliver 
on the key entry points listed above and have 
meaningful influence over the rules that govern 
the global financing system.

The scale, complexity and urgency of the climate and 
inequality crisis could lead to a sense of apathy and 
despair. We cannot allow that to happen. Instead, 
drawing inspiration from children’s demand for change,  
adults must maintain a sense of hope and belief in 
a greener and more just world. And then use this to 
drive action, putting our unlimited human capacity for 
creativity and collaboration to work to end the crisis 
and push for the protection and fulfilment of children’s 
rights. “I think you can still take action, you can save it, 
but it is now or never,” said one girl participating in a 
Latin America regional dialogue. We must listen and 
stand in solidarity with children; 2.4 billion reasons for 
urgent change.
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We are seeing and living 
the climate crisis.
Amina, 17, climate change activist  
in Somalia
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- Boy aged 14, India

“Hope is a thing that is the beginning of anything.

If you hope to do anything 

there is no power that can stop you.” 

An end to the climate and inequality crisis is possible.

Economies are dominated 
by business and activities that 
are increasing greenhouse gas 

emissions and inequality.

Inequalities are 
becoming entrenched.

The climate emergency 
is intensifying.

Children are most affected, 
especially those with the least 

power and wealth.

Powerful countries 
and companies are not 

doing enough.

Urgently deliver reforms 
that address climate and 

inequality together.

building human capital   
  for the future

reducing 
risk from 
disaster

APPRENTICE

Invest in children – their 
health, education, and protection 

from poverty and violence.

Deliver justice 
to children at 

the frontlines of 
the crisis.

Listen to children 
and act on their 

demands.

Shift finance and power to 
where they’re needed most and to 

those helping to fix the crisis.

Join Generation Hope.
The status quo Actions for a greener and more just pla

net
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