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U.N. Special Session on 
Children: Missed Opportunities and
Neglected Realities

From May 8-10, 2002, government and UN officials, child rights’ advocates, and young
people from around the globe convened at the United Nations in New York for the
General Assembly Special Session on Children (Special Session).  This extraordinary
gathering marked the first time that the General Assembly met to formally consider the
situation of children and young people under the age of 18.  The Special Session also
made history because young people attended as official members of government delega-
tions who spoke on their own behalf before the international body.  But for all the poten-
tial of this landmark meeting, little was accomplished to safeguard the increasingly com-
plex needs of young people who are at risk for HIV/AIDS, unwanted pregnancy, sexual
violence, exploitation, and child marriage. 

The Special Session was a follow-up to another landmark meeting, the 1990 UN World
Summit on Children (1990 World Summit) at which government delegates declared
their “joint commitment…to give every child a better future.”1 The Plan of Action that
emerged from the 1990 World Summit also recognized the intrinsic link between the
advancement of women’s rights, including their reproductive rights, and the wellbeing of
the world’s children.2

The 1990 World Summit catalyzed government support for the Convention on the
Rights of the Child (Children’s Rights Convention), including its provisions encompass-
ing the reproductive rights and health of adolescents.  The Children’s Rights Convention
is the most widely ratified treaty in history and entered into force just weeks before the
1990 World Summit began.  It establishes that children have a right to health, including
a right to access comprehensive reproductive and sexual health services, education, and
information, in accordance with their best interests and evolving capacities.3 These prin-
ciples were reaffirmed and expanded upon at subsequent U.N. Conferences, including
the 1994 International Conference on Population and Development in Cairo (ICPD), at
which countries were called upon to “protect and promote the rights of adolescents to
reproductive health education, information, and care . . . . ”4

Throughout the 1990s, there was a clear affirmation of adolescent reproductive rights.
This began with the 1990 World Summit and the Children’s Rights Convention, and
continued with ICPD, the Beijing Women’s Conference (Beijing) and their respective
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five-year reviews (referred to herein as ICPD+5 and Beijing+5, respectively).  But during
the Special Session, several conservative government delegations, including the Bush
Administration of the United States of America (U.S.), the Vatican, and a conservative
group of nations known as Some Developing Countries (SDC) tried relentlessly to roll
back many of these earlier gains.  These conservative governments sought to eliminate
references to the Children’s Rights Convention in the conference’s final Outcome
Document, insert references to abstinence-only sexual education for adolescents, and
undercut past international consensus on adolescents’ right to access comprehensive
reproductive health services.5  Although the U.S. and its unlikely allies were unsuccessful
in fully achieving their conservative agenda, their efforts thwarted a critical opportunity
for the world community to adopt proactive commitments to address adolescents’ repro-
ductive and sexual health and rights.

NEGOTIATING THE OUTCOME DOCUMENT
At the Special Session delegates reviewed the progress made since the 1990 World
Summit and reaffirmed their commitment to investing in the lives of children.  The final
outcome document that emerged from the 2002 Special Session was entitled, A World
Fit for Children (also referred to herein as the Outcome Document). Reached by consen-
sus after more than two years of negotiations, the Outcome Document is an agreement
between governments that reinforces the commitments made to children in the prior
decade and identifies additional priorities for improving the lives of children.  

Negotiations over the content of A World Fit for Children took more than two years
because of the controversy surrounding some of the issues.  Five regional meetings6 and
three Preparatory Committee Sessions (PrepComs)7 did not provide enough time for gov-
ernment representatives to reach consensus.   By the conclusion of the third PrepCom in
June 2001, governments had agreed to approximately 85% of the document.  The para-
graphs still subject to negotiation dealt primarily with the Children’s Rights Convention,
reproductive health services, the death penalty, comprehensive sexuality education, the
definition of the family, and in general, the recognition of agreements reached at previ-
ous U.N. conferences, including ICPD, Beijing and their respective five-year reviews.    

POLITICAL DYNAMICS  
Several unlikely political alliances emerged during the protracted negotiating process—
a surprising development given current geo-political realities. 

The Rio Group included 19 Latin and Central American countries.  Chile, Argentina
and Peru each chaired the Rio Group at different points during the negotiating process.
The Rio Group led the campaign to employ the Children’s Rights Convention as the
framework of the Outcome Document.  Sexual and reproductive rights were also a pri-
ority on their agenda. 

The Like Minded Group (LMG), a group of several progressive industrialized countries,8
strongly advocated for recognition of the reproductive rights of children and adolescents,
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as well as reaffirmation of commitments made to reproductive rights at previous U.N.
conferences, including ICPD+5 and Beijing+5.9 The LMG emerged as a bloc only at
the final stages of the negotiations and largely in response to the increasingly conserva-
tive tone of the discussions. 

Spain led the European Union’s (EU) 15 member states.  The EU initially supported
most of the progressive positions taken by the Rio Group and the LMG, including strong
references to the Children’s Rights Convention, the elimination of the death penalty, and
inclusion of the phrase “reproductive health services.”10 However, on the final night of
negotiations, the EU brokered a private agreement with the U.S., which excluded the Rio
Group and the LMG, and made concessions to the U.S. on each of these issues. 

The negotiating bloc of Some Developing Countries (SDC),11 which was led by Sudan,
worked with the U.S. and the Vatican in their fight to eliminate any mention of “repro-
ductive health services.”  While the alliance between the U.S. and some of the SDC
countries, particularly Sudan, Libya, Cuba, Iraq, and Iran was less predictable,12 the
alliance of the U.S. with the Vatican was not surprising.  In fact, four out of the five spe-
cial private sector advisers to the U.S. government delegation were fervent religious
activists including, John Klink, who had previously served as lead negotiator for the
Vatican during ICPD+5 and Beijing+5.13

Many of the Asian and most of the African States were either altogether absent during the
negotiations or chose to remain silent.  This absence was disappointing given the instru-
mental role played particularly by African States during the negotiations for the
Children’s Rights Convention prior to the 1990 World Summit.

CONTROVERSIAL ISSUES
Impassioned debate over the following issues deadlocked negotiations at the third
PrepCom in June 2001.  This forced the government delegations to resume talks on April
29, 2002.  Discussion continued through the final hours of May 11, 2002 until the end
of the Special Session.              

Children’s Rights Convention 
The EU, Rio Group and LMG wanted strong language on children’s human rights,
including references to the Children’s Rights Convention, the most widely ratified treaty.
The U.S. resisted these attempts because the Bush Administration took the position that
children’s rights threaten parental rights.  Instead, the U.S. and SDC favored language
that spoke of children’s wellbeing, which they argued could be achieved by means other
than the guarantee of rights.14 In the end, the Children’s Rights Convention was referred
to sparsely in the Outcome Document, but it was not the centerpiece that child’s rights
advocates had hoped it would be.15

Death Penalty
The progressive alliances, particularly the EU, pushed for the complete abolition of the
death penalty for crimes committed by children.  The EU argued that the death penalty
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contravened children’s rights as enshrined in the Children’s Rights Convention and the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (Civil and Political Rights
Covenant).  The United States and SDC, however, were adamantly against accepting the
abolition of the death penalty for children, in part due to issues of sovereignty.16 The
compromise reached was that only the states which had ratified the Children’s Rights
Convention or the Civil and Political Rights Covenant were asked to comply with their
obligation under these human rights treaties to abolish the death penalty.17

Families
Despite recognition at ICPD and Beijing of the existence of various forms of the family,18

debate around this issue re-emerged repeatedly during the Special Session.  With support
from the Vatican, the U.S. pressed for defining a family only as a union “based on mar-
riage between a man and a woman.”19 Ultimately, the U.S. lost and language based on
the earlier conference documents was adopted.20

Sexuality Education
The Rio Group and LMG took the lead in advocating for comprehensive sexual and
reproductive health education for children which had been accepted at previous inter-
national meetings, including ICPD+5, as a key means to prevent HIV/AIDS, other STIs,
and adolescent pregnancies.21 However, the United States opposed comprehensive
reproductive health education for adolescents, calling instead for “abstinence only” pro-
grams.  Aside from the SDC, the majority of countries resisted attempts to redefine sex-
uality education, preferring instead to exclude reference to it in the Outcome Document
in favor of having strong references to previous agreements, including ICPD+5, where
language calling for comprehensive sexuality education programs had been accepted.

Sexual and Reproductive Rights and Health Services
Although reproductive rights were recognized explicitly at ICPD,22 Beijing,23 ICPD+524

and Beijing+5,25 the U.S. pushed to remove any reference to the right to reproductive
health services from the Outcome Document of the Special Session.  The U.S. adhered
to the misleading position of right-wing NGOs, who argued that the term “services”
included abortion.  At previous conferences, it was agreed that abortion should be inte-
grated into reproductive health services only where legal.26 As its attempt to erase all ref-
erences to reproductive health services began to fail, the United States promoted the
addition of a footnote to the text stating that reproductive health services did not include
abortion.  This proposal was not accepted as most states took the view that it is their pre-
rogative to define “health services.”   The LMG and the Rio Group were unwilling to go
back on previously agreed language.  Unfortunately though, lack of effective cooperation
between the three groups hindered progressive consensus.  In the end, the document
called generally for the promotion of healthy lives for adolescents, including reproduc-
tive health, but did not call for the guarantee of reproductive health services or outline
the specific means to ensure this right.27
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Commitment to Previous International Agreements
There was considerable debate about includ-
ing strong references to previous agreements
such as ICPD, Beijing, ICPD+5 and
Beijing+5.  The progressive alliances pushed
for such references so as to ensure that those
commitments were re-enforced and not under-
mined.  However, the U.S., the Vatican, and
SDC demonstrated their opposition to the
international commitments of the past decade
by consistently favoring few or weak references
to these  agreements.  

CONSENSUS REACHED AT THE ELEVENTH HOUR
Government representatives were unable to
resolve the above controversial issues until the
final hours of the conference.  Bilateral nego-
tiations between the EU and the United States
took place behind the scenes.  At the eleventh
hour, the EU and the U.S. presented their
positions to the other government delegations
as finalized, leaving the other negotiators with
the choice of either accepting the EU-U.S.
language or being known as the countries
responsible for blocking consensus.28

The LMG and the Rio Group both walked out
on the final night of the Special Session in
protest of their treatment by the EU-U.S. team.
But in the end they accepted, albeit reluctant-
ly, the document that the EU and U.S. had
furtively finalized at the high cost of language
that explicitly affirmed adolescents’ reproduc-
tive rights.  In their talks, the EU agreed to sup-
port the U.S. position on eliminating refer-
ences to reproductive health “services” in
exchange for acceptance of language calling
for elimination of the death penalty by states
that had ratified relevant treaties such as the
Children’s Rights Convention.29 The EU also successfully argued for the U.S. to drop its
narrow definition of a family.30

The final Outcome Document contained sparse references to the Children’s Rights
Convention.  The preamble recognizes the Children’s Rights Convention as establishing

Closing Statements of the Special Session on
Children

During the closing of the Special Session, several govern-

ments made statements clarifying their positions or

entered reservations about particular articles of the

Outcome Document.  

Despite intense pressure from the U.S. and the Vatican,

the Rio Group remained united and progressive on most

issues throughout the negotiations.  At the closing, howev-

er, Honduras, El Salvador, Costa Rica, Argentina, and

Nicaragua expressed their reservations on several repro-

ductive rights issues.33 The Central American countries

stated that they interpreted references to “life” in the doc-

ument to mean life that begins at conception.  Argentina

explained that their interpretation of a family was that cre-

ated by the union of a man and a woman.

Canada, a strong advocate for reproductive rights and a

member of the Like Minded Group, issued a strong state-

ment expressing “dissatisfaction with the debate that

ensued over the issue of sexual and reproductive health.”

Canada called for “ensuring the right to the highest attain-

able standard of health including the right to make

informed choices about one’s own sexual and reproduc-

tive health.  Services which include safe, reliable, and high

quality family planning methods as well as information,

education and counseling  … ”34

The United States stated that they did not interpret “repro-

ductive health services” mentioned in previous docu-

ments to include abortion.  Furthermore, the U.S. inter-

preted diverse forms of family to mean single parent and

extended families and understood that children’s rights

should be seen at all times in relation to the rights of par-

ents. The U.S. emphasized parental involvement in all

aspects of children’s sexual and reproductive health.35
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international standards.31 However, the
Children’s Rights Convention was by no
means the centerpiece of the document as
many countries and NGOs had hoped.  The
Outcome Document also reaffirmed a com-
mitment to the international agreements
reached at ICPD, Beijing, ICPD+5 and
Beijing+5.32 These references, however, were
also weak and could therefore be understood
as implicit affirmations of the reservations
expressed by various states at these confer-
ences.

CONCLUSIONS
Continuing the trend from ICPD to Beijing
and their five-year reviews, there was evidence
at the Special Session of a growing commit-
ment to the reproductive rights of adoles-
cents.  One clear achievement at the Special
Session was the acceptance of reproductive
rights as universal human rights by main-
stream NGOs, as well as by many govern-
ments who recognized the need to promote
and protect these rights.  Obstacles to the
inclusion of reproductive rights in the final
Outcome Document were created not by
many, but a powerful few—a clear threat to
the advancement of and respect for the repro-
ductive rights of adolescents around the
world. 

On one hand, the opportunity to advance gov-
ernments’ commitment to ensuring the reproductive rights of children was lost, but on
the other the risk of having reproductive rights removed from the document altogether
united the vast majority of participants around the defense of reproductive rights as
human rights.  The ongoing challenge for civil society, particularly national level NGOs,
is to hold their states accountable to previous commitments, so as to ensure that this next
decade sees improvement in guaranteeing the reproductive rights of adolescents. 

CONTENTIOUS PARAGRAPHS
The following are the final agreed paragraphs of the Outcome Document, A World Fit
for Children:40

NGO Participation

Over 3,600 NGOs actively participated throughout the two-

year process leading up to the Special Session.  At the

three PrepComs held in advance of the Summit and at the

Summit itself, NGOs contributed to the negotiating

process by observing the negotiations when permitted,

and putting forward an alternative NGO text36 that incor-

porated progressive language addressing their diverse

concerns.  NGOs also hosted and attended side events

and meetings with regional and thematic caucuses and

coalitions.  

One particularly active NGO caucus, the Child Rights

Caucus, focused on protecting and promoting the rights of

children.  Led by Human Rights Watch and Save the

Children, the Caucus encompassed hundreds of national

and international NGOs from around the world.  It had a

great deal of influence in broadening the scope of the doc-

ument to encompass the full range of children’s rights.37

In the field of sexual and reproductive rights, a number of

progressive NGOs, including the Center for Reproductive

Rights, worked together to promote reproductive rights

through the International Sexual and Reproductive Rights

Coalition (ISRRC).38 Founded at the June 2001 PrepCom

by a group of women’s rights, health rights, and youth

NGOs, the ISRRC closely followed the negotiations and

lobbied for the inclusion of reproductive rights in the out-

come document.39 The ISRRC gained the support of

mainstream NGOs, including the Child Rights Caucus,

and the trust of some progressive government delegations,

which used the ISRRC’s research on sexual and repro-

ductive rights in the negotiations. 
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The Family
Paragraph 15. The family is the basic unit of society and as such should be
strengthened. It is entitled to receive comprehensive protection and support. The
primary responsibility for the protection, upbringing and development of children
rests with the family. All institutions of society should respect children’s rights and
secure their well-being and render appropriate assistance to parents, families, legal
guardians and other caregivers so that children can grow and develop in a safe and
stable environment and in an atmosphere of happiness, love and understanding,
bearing in mind that in different cultural, social and political systems, various
forms of the family exist.

Sexual and Reproductive Health
Paragraph 37. To achieve these goals and targets, taking into account the best
interests of the child, consistent with national laws, religious and ethical values and
cultural backgrounds of its people, and in conformity with all human rights and
fundamental freedoms, we will carry out the following strategies and actions:

1.Ensure that the reduction of maternal and neonatal morbidity and mortality is
a health sector priority and that women, in particular adolescent expectant
mothers, have ready and affordable access to essential obstetric care, well-
equipped and adequately staffed maternal health-care services, skilled atten-
dance at delivery, emergency obstetric care, effective referral and transport to
higher levels of care when necessary, post-partum care and family planning in
order to, inter alia, promote safe motherhood.

2.Provide access to appropriate, user-friendly and high-quality health-care ser-
vices, education and information to all children.

3.Address effectively, for all individuals of appropriate age, the promotion of their
healthy lives, including their reproductive and sexual health, consistent with
the commitments and outcomes of recent United Nations conferences and sum-
mits, including the World Summit for Children, the United Nations
Conference on Environment and Development, the International Conference
on Population and Development, the World Summit for Social Development
and the Fourth World Conference on Women, their five-year reviews and
reports.

Death Penalty
Paragraph 44 (8) (...) Call upon the Governments of all States, in particular
States in which the death penalty had not been abolished, to comply with the oblig-
ations they have assumed under relevant provisions of international human rights
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