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Abstract
This paper interrogates the importance of child rights and child protection in the Global South, with a particular focus on Africa. Using a doctrinal and conceptual review of international, regional and selected domestic instruments and scholarship, the study clarifies key definitional controversies surrounding the terms “Global South” and “child” and examines how these debates shape the scope and application of protection obligations. It analyses the normative architecture of child rights through the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC), highlighting areas of convergence as well as persistent implementation and harmonisation gaps that enable abuse, exploitation and neglect. The paper further differentiates child safeguarding from child protection, arguing that safeguarding provides an overarching preventive and accountability framework within which protection functions operate. Drawing on illustrative policy and legal developments, the paper identifies priority pathways for strengthening child protection systems in developing contexts, including legislative alignment to the 18-year threshold, clearer operational standards for organisations and duty bearers, and coordinated referral and accountability mechanisms. The study contributes to ongoing debates by offering an integrated conceptual map linking rights, safeguards and enforceable protections, and by situating these within the structural constraints that characterise Global South contexts.
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Introduction
Children’s rights and child protection have become central to contemporary legal, policy and development debates because violence, exploitation and neglect remain pervasive despite the existence of robust normative frameworks. Globally, it is estimated that up to one billion children aged 2–17 experience physical, sexual or emotional violence or neglect within a single year (World Health Organization [WHO], 2022). Such harms are neither episodic nor incidental: they are patterned by structural drivers, including poverty, inequality, conflict, displacement, and weakened public services, that are disproportionately concentrated in many settings in the Global South (Odeh, 2010; Kowalski, 2020). Within these contexts, children’s exposure to violence and harmful practices frequently intersects with limited access to justice, fragile social welfare infrastructures, and under-resourced community systems, amplifying both vulnerability and impunity.
At the international level, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) establishes a comprehensive rights architecture that recognises children as holders of civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights, and places corresponding duties on states and other duty-bearers (United Nations, 1989; UNICEF, 2024). At the regional level, the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC) adapts this architecture to the African context, including by foregrounding region-specific concerns and the duality of rights and responsibilities (Organization of African Unity, 1990). However, persistent implementation gaps; manifested in delayed domestication, fragmented institutional mandates, resource constraints, and inconsistent legal thresholds across statutes; continue to undermine the effective protection of children (Ekundayo, 2015; Strydom et al., 2020). In practice, these gaps can produce contradictory outcomes, including situations where formal commitments to the 18-year standard coexist with domestic provisions that reduce protections for adolescents or weaken accountability for sexual and labour-related exploitation.
A further challenge in the child protection discourse is conceptual and operational ambiguity. While “child protection” is widely used to describe the prevention of and response to abuse, exploitation, neglect and violence (UNICEF, 2021), “child safeguarding” is increasingly deployed; particularly in organisational and humanitarian settings; to emphasise proactive risk management, safe organisational cultures, and accountability mechanisms that prevent harm from being caused or facilitated by programmes, staff, partners, or systems (Keeping Children Safe, 2023; CHS Alliance, 2017). The distinction matters: protection approaches may concentrate on case management and statutory responses once harm occurs, while safeguarding emphasises prevention, organisational duty of care, and system-level controls that reduce exposure to risk in the first place. In Global South contexts, where services may be overstretched, clarity on these concepts is essential for coherent policy design, effective referral pathways, and enforceable standards across government and non-state actors.
Against this background, this paper interrogates the importance of child rights and child protection in the Global South, delimited to Africa as a primary site of analysis. Methodologically, the study adopts a doctrinal and conceptual approach, drawing on international and regional instruments, selected domestic legal developments, and interdisciplinary scholarship to examine (i) definitional debates surrounding the terms “Global South” and “child”; (ii) the normative content and practical influence of the UNCRC and ACRWC; and (iii) the relationship between child safeguarding and child protection as complementary yet distinct frameworks for preventing and responding to harm. The paper argues that bridging conceptual ambiguities and harmonising legal standards, particularly around the 18-year threshold and operational duties of organisations and state actors, are critical to strengthening child protection systems and ensuring that rights commitments translate into enforceable protections (United Nations, 1989; Organization of African Unity, 1990; Strydom et al., 2020).
The remainder of the paper proceeds as follows. It first clarifies the meaning and limits of the “Global South” as a framing device for comparative analysis. It then examines definitional challenges in identifying who qualifies as a child in law and practice, highlighting how inconsistencies complicate protection obligations. Next, it analyses the UNCRC and ACRWC as the primary normative anchors for child rights in Africa, before differentiating child safeguarding and child protection and outlining practical implications for system strengthening. The paper concludes with a synthesis of key insights and recommendations aimed at supporting legislative alignment, institutional coordination and accountability in child protection across developing contexts.
Methodology and Analytical Approach
This study adopts a doctrinal and conceptual review design. Doctrinally, it analyses the text, normative content and interpretive guidance associated with the UNCRC and the ACRWC, alongside selected African child-rights jurisprudence and illustrative domestic legal developments (e.g., age-threshold reforms). Conceptually, it synthesises scholarship and practice guidance on child protection systems and organisational safeguarding in humanitarian and development contexts to build an integrated analytical map of how rights claims translate (or fail to translate) into prevention, response and remedies.
Sources were selected purposively for authority and relevance: primary legal instruments (treaties and general comments), regional decisions and general comments, and widely cited institutional standards (e.g., UNICEF strategy documents; humanitarian child protection minimum standards) were prioritised, supplemented by peer-reviewed critical literature on safeguarding and accountability (UNICEF, 2021; The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2019; Kaviani Johnson & Sloth-Nielsen, 2020; Daoust & Dyvik, 2022). The analysis is delimited primarily to Africa as a regional site where child-rights norms are elaborated through both global (UNCRC) and regional (ACRWC) instruments and where implementation is frequently shaped by resource constraints, legal pluralism and expanding roles of non-state actors. Because the study is non-empirical, it does not estimate prevalence or evaluate programme effectiveness in specific countries; instead, it develops a critical normative and systems analysis intended to guide scholarship and policy debate. Future research could strengthen the evidence base by pairing this conceptual map with country case studies, budget analysis, and implementation tracing of reforms through child protection administrative data and survivor-centred service outcomes.
Defining ‘Global South’: Challenges and Delimitation
The term “Global South” is commonly used as a shorthand for countries that experience historically produced and contemporarily reproduced patterns of economic marginalisation in the global political economy, including (but not limited to) lower average incomes, higher exposure to debt, and more constrained fiscal and service-delivery capacity (Odeh, 2010; Kowalski, 2020). Although the label is often mapped onto geographic location, it is analytically better understood as relational: it describes positions within global systems of trade, finance and knowledge production rather than simply latitude. The term also emerged as a corrective to Cold War-era “First/Second/Third World” categories that conflated geopolitics with development and reproduced a hierarchy of value (Kowalski, 2020).
In this paper, the Global South is therefore used as a pragmatic category for discussing how structural constraints shape child rights implementation, while recognising that considerable heterogeneity exists within and across countries so labelled. Typical contrasts drawn between the “Global North” and “Global South” include differences in industrialisation, infrastructure, social protection coverage, demographic profiles, and institutional capacity, with many Southern contexts characterised by younger populations and more fragile or unevenly resourced public systems (Odeh, 2010). For child protection, these structural features matter because they shape the availability and accessibility of duty-bearer responses, such as social work staffing, child-friendly justice, birth registration, and specialised health and psychosocial services, without which formal rights commitments remain difficult to realise (UNICEF, 2021).
However, the North/South binary has limitations: it can obscure inequality within countries, the presence of “Souths” within wealthy states, and the agency and innovation of communities in contexts of constrained resources. For these reasons, this paper uses the term with caution, primarily to foreground how structural conditions condition the implementation of child rights and protections. A critical literature further cautions that “development” and associated North/South classifications have historically been entangled with colonial extraction and with epistemic hierarchies that privilege Euro-American benchmarks of progress (Odeh, 2010). From this perspective, contemporary disparities cannot be analysed without acknowledging how slavery, colonial rule, and unequal postcolonial trade and investment relations contributed to state fragility, underdevelopment of public services, and patterns of dependency that continue to affect fiscal space for child-focused social policy. This does not negate the utility of the term Global South for comparative discussion; rather, it requires that child rights scholarship avoids deficit framings and instead analyses how global structures shape the feasibility of rights implementation. Accordingly, this paper delimits its substantive discussion to Africa as a region where the interaction between robust child-rights norms and persistent structural constraints is especially salient.
Defining a ‘Child’: Challenges in Scope and Application
Defining who counts as a “child” is not a merely semantic exercise; it determines the scope of legal protections, the allocation of state duties, and the threshold at which adolescents are treated as rights-holders in need of protection versus autonomous actors expected to carry adult responsibility. While age is the dominant legal criterion in international and regional instruments, childhood is also shaped in practice by social norms, economic roles, and legal pluralism (Plastow, 2018). The result is that adolescents in many Global South contexts may simultaneously be treated as “children” for some purposes (e.g., parental authority) but as “adults” for others (e.g., labour, marriage, criminal responsibility), creating protection gaps and accountability loopholes. Scholarly analysis therefore requires attention not only to age thresholds but also to how capacity, dependency and vulnerability are constructed in law and practice.
Another heavily debated area is the duration of childhood. During the crafting of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, it was unclear whether childhood begins at conception or birth, and in crafting a definition of a child, there was an unanimous agreement to remove aspects of attempting to define childhood (Lansdown, 2022). Recognizing the problematic nuances that were associated with the history and refineries of defining a child, the international community in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) came to a unanimous agreement (United Nations, 1989). Article 1 of the UNCRC states that “a child means every human being below the age of 18 years unless under the law applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier” (United Nations, 1989). Therefore, age and sex are determinant factors in defining who a child is.
The latter part of this definition of a child as per the dictates of the UNCRC, however, is problematic in its scope and application as it gives leeway to member states of the United Nations that have ratified the UNCRC to manipulate the definition and legal age of majority. This means that member states may choose to define a child as a boy or girl who attains the legal age of majority earlier than 18 years. Although this clause might in a way be interpreted to respect the individual autonomy of states, their sovereignty, cultures, and heritage, this presents a serious challenge in both interpretation and application.
A point in case is Zimbabwe, where for many years there was a practical protection gap for adolescents because the Constitution defines a child as any person below eighteen years and guarantees children protection from sexual exploitation (Constitution of Zimbabwe, 2013, s. 81), while the criminal law framework historically treated “young persons” in a narrower way for some sexual-offence provisions in the Criminal Law (Codification and Reform) Act [Chapter 9:23]. Following constitutional litigation and public concern, the Executive first acted through an interim instrument; Statutory Instrument 2 of 2024: Presidential Powers (Temporary Measures) (Criminal Laws (Protection of Children and Young Persons)) Regulations, 2024 (gazetted 12 January 2024); which criminalised initiating, engaging in, or attempting sexual or indecent acts with any person below 18 years, subject to limited close-in-age exceptions and other statutory defences. The position is now anchored in substantive legislation: the Criminal Laws Amendment (Protection of Children and Young Persons) Act, 2024 (Act No. 1 of 2024) amended the Criminal Law Code and related procedural law to align Zimbabwe’s age-of-consent and child-protection provisions with the constitutional 18-year threshold, thereby criminalising sexual acts with any person under 18 and removing consent as a defence in such circumstances (Government of Zimbabwe, 2024).
Another challenge in the application and scope of the UNCRC is Article 38 (2 and 3), which states that:

“States Parties shall take all feasible measures to ensure that persons who have not attained the age of 15 years do not take a direct part in hostilities. States Parties shall refrain from recruiting any person who has not attained the age of 15 years into their armed forces. In recruiting among those who have attained the age of 15 years, but who have not attained the age of eighteen years, States Parties shall endeavour to give priority to those who are oldest” (United Nations, 1989).
The above Article is problematic in that whereas the UNCRC Member States concur on the general under-18 legal age of majority, it would seem to contradict itself by giving leeway to permit Member States to involve children in conflict situations. This is an acceptance of failure to protect the children for whom this Convention was developed in the first place. One perceives this glaring contradiction as an attempt to place specific reservations to the protection of children across the globe, and unfortunately, Member States have taken advantage of this anomaly and weaponised children in conflict zones. These inconsistencies strengthen the case for adopting clear and harmonised under-18 standards across domestic legal frameworks. In Africa, the ACRWC offers a more categorical definition of the child as every human being below 18 years, without the UNCRC’s “majority earlier” qualification, thereby providing a stronger regional benchmark for legislative alignment and for closing protection gaps affecting adolescents (Organization of African Unity, 1990). In practice, harmonisation requires states to ensure that child-related thresholds across criminal law, marriage law, labour law, education policy and social welfare procedures converge around the same protective baseline, while also clarifying limited, evidence-informed exceptions (e.g., close-in-age defences) that do not undermine the core purpose of child protection.
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC)
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (United Nations, 1989) is the international framework which guides child rights matters. According to UNICEF (2024), the Convention is widely acclaimed as a landmark achievement for human rights, recognizing the roles of children as social, economic, political, and civil rights actors. In 1989, when the Convention was adopted, it contained 54 Articles, with the first 42 detailing child rights which can be summarized into four core principles: non-discrimination, best interests of the child, the right to survival and development, and respect for the views of the child; and Articles 43–54 detailing how governments and adults should collaborate to ensure that all children realize their full rights (UNICEF, 2024). In the year 2000, two optional protocols were added. The first requests governments to ensure that children who are below the age of eighteen years are not forcibly recruited into armed conflicts, whilst the second calls on States to prohibit child prostitution, child pornography, and the sale of children into slavery. In the year 2011, a third optional protocol, which enables children whose rights have been violated to approach the United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child, was added (Save the Children, 2024; UNICEF, 2024).
As of March 2024, with 196 countries having ratified, the UNCRC is the most widely ratified international human rights treaty, with the United States of America (USA) having participated in its crafting but not ratified it. The basis of such non-ratification is often argued to be that the USA has domestic laws which are perceived by some domestic policy makers to be comprehensive, and that ratification would upset the federal-state constitutional balance of provisions in domestic family laws. It is this paper’s submission, however, that the United States of America should ratify the treaty as a sign of solidarity with the international community, as its current position can be interpreted as an exceptionalist stance that undermines the universal gains of other states. Considering that the UNCRC is a basic standard for children’s rights on the international front, it is noble for the USA to sign and ratify the treaty and then maintain its high-standard domestic laws as a means of encouraging other states to follow suit.
To conceptualise children’s rights from an African perspective, African countries crafted the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC) (Organization of African Unity, 1990). The ACRWC was adopted by the Organization of African Unity on 11 July 1990 and came into force on 29 November 1999 (African Committee of Experts on the Rights and Welfare of the Child [ACERWC], 2024). In 2001, the OAU legally became the African Union (AU). Like the UNCRC, the Children’s Charter is a comprehensive instrument that sets out rights and defines universal principles and norms for the status of children. The ACRWC and the UNCRC are the only international and regional human rights treaties that cover the whole spectrum of civil, political, economic, social, and cultural rights. The ACRWC calls for the creation of an African Committee of Experts on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACERWC). Its mission is to promote and protect the rights established by the ACRWC, to monitor compliance, and to interpret the provisions of the ACRWC as required by member states, AU institutions, or other recognized bodies (Save the Children, 2024).
The Charter was preceded by the UNCRC, which is known to be the most ratified convention in the world (Ekundayo, 2015), although there are other instruments that came before it, such as the Geneva Declaration of the Rights of the Child (1924), the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) (1948), and the UN Declaration of the Rights of the Child (1959). The Charter is a regional human rights instrument addressing issues of particular interest and importance to children in Africa (ACERWC, 2024). As of June 2024, 50 AU Member States had ratified the Charter, and 5 Member States have not ratified it. These are Morocco, Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic, Somalia, South Sudan and Tunisia (ACERWC, 2024). The major reason for crafting the ACRWC was that Africa was underrepresented during the drafting process of the UNCRC—only Algeria, Morocco, Senegal, and Egypt participated meaningfully in the drafting process (Ekundayo, 2015). The common understanding was to adapt the UNCRC to the specificities of the African context.
Gains of the ACRWC
The African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC) represents a significant normative and institutional gain for children on the continent, both by contextualising universal child-rights standards and by creating enforcement-oriented mechanisms within the African human rights system (Organization of African Unity, 1990; Ekundayo, 2015). While the UNCRC remains the dominant global reference point, the ACRWC’s added value lies in its Africa-specific emphases, clearer standards in selected areas, and an oversight body capable of developing child-rights jurisprudence responsive to the realities of African states (ACERWC, 2024).
First, the Charter strengthens the normative clarity of childhood and protection obligations in ways that directly address common regulatory gaps in domestic systems. Unlike the UNCRC’s Article 1 qualification that permits majority to be attained earlier under applicable national law, the ACRWC defines a child as “every human being below the age of 18 years” without a “majority earlier” clause, thereby providing a clearer continental benchmark for legislative harmonisation (Organization of African Unity, 1990). The Charter also explicitly requires states to eliminate harmful social and cultural practices affecting children’s welfare and dignity, including a direct obligation to prohibit child marriage and to set the minimum age of marriage at 18 years with compulsory registration of marriages (Organization of African Unity, 1990; ACERWC & ACHPR, 2017). In relation to conflict, the ACRWC prohibits the recruitment or direct participation in hostilities of any child, thus offering a stronger protection baseline than the minimum age approach reflected in Article 38 of the UNCRC (Organization of African Unity, 1990; ACERWC, 2020).
Second, the Charter recognises and regulates vulnerabilities that have been particularly pronounced in Africa’s political economy and social context. It provides specific protections for refugee children and children who are internally displaced or otherwise affected by instability, and it contains provisions that reflect African historical experiences, including protection against apartheid and discriminatory regimes (Organization of African Unity, 1990). Importantly, the ACRWC includes a dedicated provision on children of imprisoned mothers (Article 30), which the African Committee of Experts on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACERWC) has elaborated through authoritative interpretation, clarifying the duties of states to protect children affected by parental arrest, detention, or imprisonment (ACERWC, 2013). The Charter’s treatment of children’s responsibilities (Article 31) is also frequently cited as an African-contextual gain, signalling that participation and socialisation can coexist with rights protection—provided that responsibilities are interpreted in a manner consistent with human dignity and the child’s best interests (ACERWC, 2017; Organization of African Unity, 1990).
Third, the ACRWC’s institutional architecture has generated concrete gains by creating an African child-rights supervisory mechanism with promotional, interpretive, and quasi-adjudicatory functions. Through the state reporting procedure, the ACERWC reviews periodic reports, engages states in constructive dialogue, and issues concluding observations that identify gaps and recommend reforms—thereby supporting incremental alignment of national legislation, policy and budgeting to the Charter (ACERWC, 2020). Through the communications procedure, individuals and organisations can submit complaints on alleged violations, enabling the Committee to develop jurisprudence, clarify norms, and recommend remedies and measures of non-repetition (ACERWC, 2024). The Committee has further used general comments, days of general discussion, and commemorations such as the Day of the African Child to translate Charter obligations into implementable guidance and to maintain continental visibility for child rights, including through Africa’s Agenda for Children 2040 (ACERWC, 2024).
In Children of Nubian Descent in Kenya v. Kenya, the ACERWC affirmed children’s rights to name, nationality and non-discrimination, and linked birth registration and nationality to access to education, health and other services—thereby strengthening regional standards on childhood statelessness (ACERWC, 2011). In Children in Northern Uganda v. Uganda, the Committee addressed state obligations in conflict-affected settings and reinforced protection duties relating to security, survival and development (ACERWC, 2013). In TFA (a minor) v. Cameroon, the Committee examined sexual violence against a child and underscored due diligence duties in investigation, prosecution and child-sensitive procedures, contributing to regional expectations for effective remedies (ACERWC, 2018). In Tanzanian Girls v. Tanzania, the Committee addressed the exclusion of pregnant girls from school, reinforcing the right to education and non-discrimination, and demonstrating the Charter’s practical relevance to structural gendered harms (ACERWC, 2022).
Defining and Differentiating Child Safeguarding and Child Protection
To avoid conceptual duplication, this paper treats child safeguarding as the broader organisational accountability and risk-management framework that aims to prevent and reduce harm arising from an organisation’s presence and operations, while child protection is treated as the wider prevention-and-response field anchored in children’s rights and child protection systems. The sections that follow therefore (i) define both concepts and their relationship, (ii) critically examine safeguarding’s rapid institutionalisation in the humanitarian and development sectors, and (iii) draw out implications for child protection systems strengthening in Africa (Kaviani Johnson & Sloth-Nielsen, 2020; UNICEF, 2021).
Child safeguarding has gained renewed prominence in development, humanitarian, faith-based, education and sport sectors following repeated disclosures of institutional and organisational abuse, including abuse perpetrated or facilitated by staff, volunteers, contractors and partners. In contemporary usage, safeguarding denotes an organisation’s duty to prevent and reduce the risk of harm that arises because of the organisation’s presence, programmes, operations, relationships and power (UNICEF, 2025; Keeping Children Safe, 2023). It therefore extends beyond individual misconduct to encompass foreseeable harm created by unsafe programme design, weak supervision, informal gatekeeping, and inadequate complaints and response systems (Kaviani Johnson & Sloth-Nielsen, 2020). A rights-based framing is increasingly important: safeguarding is not merely an ethical preference or reputational risk-management tool, but a practical expression of the obligation to protect children from all forms of violence, abuse, neglect and exploitation under the UNCRC and the ACRWC (United Nations, 1989; Organization of African Unity, 1990).
Conceptually, child safeguarding overlaps with, but is not reducible to, child protection. Child protection is typically framed as the prevention of and response to violence, exploitation, abuse and neglect within children’s families, communities and institutions, often anchored in statutory mandates and child protection systems (UNICEF, 2021). Safeguarding, by contrast, foregrounds the responsibility of organisations and duty-bearers to ensure that their own activities and personnel do not cause or contribute to harm, and that any safeguarding concerns are detected early and addressed through safe, child-centred reporting and response pathways (Keeping Children Safe, 2023; UNICEF, 2025). In humanitarian and development practice, safeguarding also often incorporates protection from sexual exploitation, abuse and sexual harassment (PSEAH), reflecting the recognition that aid relationships can generate acute power asymmetries and dependency (CHS Alliance, 2017). The distinction matters for the Global South because many children encounter risk at the interface of weak public services and the expanding footprint of non-state actors; safeguarding therefore becomes a key accountability bridge between organisational conduct and wider child protection outcomes.
However, the rapid institutionalisation of safeguarding has also attracted critique. A recurrent concern is that safeguarding reforms in the aid and service-delivery sectors can become overly technocratic, centred on policies, training, checklists and compliance audits, while leaving underlying organisational cultures, incentive structures and unequal power relations intact (Kaviani Johnson & Sloth-Nielsen, 2020; Daoust & Dyvik, 2022; Sandvik, 2019). When safeguarding is framed primarily as “risk to the organisation” (legal liability, donor sanctions or reputational damage), reporting mechanisms may be designed to manage exposure rather than to enable disclosure and remedy for children. This dynamic is exacerbated where funding and accountability remain predominantly “upward” to donors and regulators, with comparatively weaker “downward” accountability to affected children and communities (Daoust & Dyvik, 2022; Sandvik, 2019). Safeguarding, on this view, risks becoming a performative assurance exercise unless it is embedded in governance, transparent learning, and credible consequences for misconduct across staff and leadership.
Safeguarding implementation is particularly complex in marginalised settings where vulnerability is relational and shaped by structural violence, gender inequality, disability exclusion, displacement and poverty. In such contexts, “risk” is not solely located in individual perpetrators but in everyday interactions and dependencies that programmes create; for example, who controls access to services, how complaints are mediated by local gatekeepers, or how children’s disclosures are received in environments where stigma and retaliation are credible threats (Aktar et al., 2020). Participatory approaches that co-produce safeguarding definitions, risk maps and response options with communities can improve contextual fit, but they also raise hard questions about confidentiality, mandatory reporting, and the safety of whistle-blowers in small communities (Aktar et al., 2020; UNICEF, 2025). A critical safeguarding approach must therefore treat “do no harm” as a continuous practice of negotiating power, protection and participation, rather than a static set of procedures.
For the Global South, a more defensible approach is to position safeguarding as part of an integrated child-rights protection ecosystem. At minimum, organisations that work with, come into contact with, or affect children should implement clear safeguarding governance and operational controls consistent with recognised standards (e.g., policy, people, procedures and accountability) while ensuring these controls are intelligible to children and caregivers and are linked to accessible complaint and referral pathways (Keeping Children Safe, 2023; CHS Alliance, 2017). Yet standards alone are insufficient. Kaviani Johnson and Sloth-Nielsen (2020) argue that safeguarding in developing contexts should move beyond intra-organisational self-regulation towards stronger public oversight and investment in national child protection systems, so that reporting leads to services, investigations and remedies rather than organisational closure. This implies a deliberate localisation agenda: shifting resources, authority and safeguarding ownership to local actors, while also confronting risks of elite capture and uneven capacity through resourcing, accompaniment and proportionate regulation (Hilhorst et al., 2021; UNICEF, 2025). In this framing, child safeguarding is both a prevention strategy and an accountability mechanism that operationalises the UNCRC and ACRWC’s protection duties across state and non-state actors (United Nations, 1989; Organization of African Unity, 1990).
Principles of Child Protection
Principles of child protection are best understood as normative and operational commitments that guide prevention and response to violence, exploitation, abuse, neglect and harmful practices, and that help translate rights into practice (UNICEF, 2021). In a rights-based framing, these principles derive primarily from the UNCRC’s general principles: non-discrimination, best interests of the child, survival and development, and respect for the child’s views, together with the duty to protect children from all forms of violence under Article 19 (United Nations, 1989; UN Committee on the Rights of the Child [CRC], 2011). The ACRWC reinforces these obligations within Africa’s regional system and provides a clearer under-18 standard that supports legal harmonisation (Organization of African Unity, 1990).
Best interests, participation and evolving capacities. The best interests of the child should be a primary consideration in all actions affecting children, but it is not a discretionary slogan; it is a structured decision-making obligation that requires attention to the child’s holistic wellbeing, safety, relationships and longer-term development (United Nations, 1989). Because protection decisions frequently involve trade-offs (e.g., family preservation versus immediate safety), the best-interests principle must be applied with procedural safeguards that include listening to children, giving due weight to their views, and avoiding paternalistic assumptions about vulnerability (CRC, 2011; UNICEF, 2021). In Global South contexts, where social norms can deprioritise children’s voice, participation is also a corrective to adult-centric protection systems and can improve the fit and legitimacy of interventions. Yet participation is not risk-free: without attention to confidentiality, power and potential retaliation, “participatory” approaches can inadvertently expose children to harm, especially in small communities and displacement settings (The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2019).
Non-discrimination and equity in protection. Child protection practice is frequently weakest where discrimination is strongest. A principled approach therefore requires proactive identification and removal of barriers faced by children experiencing intersecting vulnerabilities; such as girls exposed to harmful practices, children with disabilities, children in street situations, children on the move, and children in conflict with the law (CRC, 2011). In the Global South, these barriers are often structural (poverty, conflict, service scarcity, weak civil registration) and can be reproduced by protection systems themselves through exclusionary thresholds, inaccessible reporting channels, or unequal enforcement (UNICEF, 2021). A critical implication is that “equal treatment” is not enough; equitable protection may demand targeted outreach, disability-accessible services, language support, and safeguards against stigma and criminalisation, particularly for adolescents whose protection needs are frequently misread as delinquency or “consent” (The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2019).
Do no harm, confidentiality and child-centred response. Protection responses must reduce risk rather than amplify it. This includes child-safe interviewing, informed assent/consent appropriate to age and context, careful information-sharing, and survivor-centred referral that prioritises safety, dignity and access to services (CRC, 2011; The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2019). However, the operationalisation of “do no harm” can be ethically contested. For example, mandatory reporting duties; while designed to enhance accountability; can deter disclosure where police or courts are inaccessible, corrupt, slow, or perceived as punitive, and where children fear family separation or community retaliation. A critical, context-aware principle is therefore to pair reporting and referral requirements with realistic service pathways, protective measures for complainants, and safeguards against secondary victimisation, rather than treating reporting as an end (UNICEF, 2021; CRC, 2011).
Prevention, systems thinking and accountability. Contemporary child protection increasingly emphasises prevention and systems strengthening, recognising that case-by-case responses cannot substitute for functioning legal, welfare, education, health and justice systems (UNICEF, 2021). The Minimum Standards for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action similarly frame quality protection as requiring coordination, community engagement, safe programming and accountability to children (The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2019). From a critical perspective, systems approaches can fail when they become overly managerial, focused on frameworks, tools and indicators, without political commitment, sustained financing, and enforceable consequences for neglect and abuse. In many Global South settings, fragmented mandates, donor-driven project cycles and weak oversight of non-state actors can produce “paper systems” that do not deliver accessible remedies. Principles of accountability therefore require not only monitoring and reporting, but also transparent decision-making, complaint mechanisms that children can use, and resourcing for follow-up services (UNICEF, 2021).
Literature Review
Scholarships on child rights and child protection in the Global South has moved from a narrow legal-compliance focus towards a critical systems and political-economy orientation. Early rights-based analyses foregrounded the normative contribution of the UNCRC and, for Africa, the ACRWC as instruments that articulate children as rights-holders and establish state duties (United Nations, 1989; Organization of African Unity, 1990; Ekundayo, 2015). However, a growing literature demonstrates that formal ratification and domestication often coexist with high levels of violence, weak enforcement, and fragmented welfare systems, especially where poverty, conflict and under-resourced public institutions limit the practical realisation of rights (UNICEF, 2021; WHO, 2022). This tension has generated a shift towards examining implementation as a political and institutional process rather than a technical one, including how mandates, financing, workforce capacity and accountability structures shape the gap between rights on paper and protection in practice.
A second strand of literature advances a child protection systems approach, arguing that preventing and responding to violence depends on coordinated functions across social welfare, health, education, policing and courts, supported by community-based mechanisms and ethical information management (UNICEF, 2021; The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2019). Yet critical scholars caution that “systems strengthening” can become managerial and donor-driven, producing compliance artifacts (policies, trainings, indicators) without remedy and survivor-centred outcomes, particularly when accountability is oriented upward to funders rather than downward to children and communities (Sandvik, 2019; Daoust & Dyvik, 2022). Relatedly, the growth of organisational safeguarding and PSEAH reforms reflects repeated institutional failures, but the literature warns that safeguarding can be reduced to reputational risk management unless it is embedded in governance, independent reporting, and credible consequences for misconduct (Kaviani Johnson & Sloth-Nielsen, 2020; CHS Alliance, 2017). Taken together, these debates support the argument that effective child protection in the Global South requires both (i) legal and institutional architecture and (ii) political commitment, financing and accountability capable of delivering accessible services and remedies.
Within African scholarship, an emerging body of work has highlighted how displacement and emergency responses reshape children’s vulnerabilities and the functionality of protection systems. Mandikiana et al. (2021) document how crisis measures during COVID-19 at Tongogara Refugee Camp in Zimbabwe (such as school closures, movement restrictions and constrained service delivery) intensified exposure to violence and exploitative coping strategies, while simultaneously reducing access to protection and psychosocial support. This contribution is significant for the present paper because it illustrates that “implementation gaps” are not abstract; they materialise as service discontinuities, hidden exploitation, and weakened accountability in camp and encampment contexts. Mandikiana’s (2023) analysis of asylum governance likewise underscores the ethical and legal stakes of policy choices that externalise responsibility and shift risk onto already vulnerable populations, reinforcing the need for a protection lens that is attentive to power, bordering practices and differentiated access to rights. Overall, the literature suggests that the Global South child protection agenda must be analysed through intersecting lenses of legal pluralism, humanitarianism, political economy and organisational accountability, rather than through a single-sector welfare frame.
Child Protection Framework
For purposes of this manuscript, a child protection framework refers to the interconnected set of norms, institutions, processes and capacities through which societies prevent and respond to violence, exploitation, abuse and neglect, and provide remedy and recovery for affected children. This framing aligns with UNICEF’s systems approach, which emphasises that child protection is not synonymous with social work case management alone; it is a multi-sector architecture that includes law and policy, budgeting, workforce, service delivery, coordination, and accountability mechanisms (UNICEF, 2021). It also resonates with ecological understandings of harm, in which risk and protection arise from interactions across the child’s immediate relationships and broader social, economic and political environments (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). A key analytical implication is that failures are rarely attributable to a single weak actor; rather, they emerge from breakdowns across the protection chain (e.g., unsafe disclosure pathways, weak investigation, absent services, or impunity).
Normative and legal foundations. The framework is anchored in binding norms: the UNCRC and ACRWC establish substantive rights and due diligence obligations to prevent, investigate and remedy violence (United Nations, 1989; Organization of African Unity, 1990). General Comment No. 13 clarifies that states must implement integrated measures, including legislation, administrative structures, social services, awareness, and accessible reporting and complaint mechanisms (CRC, 2011). In the African system, interpretive guidance on harmful practices and girls’ education further reinforces those structural gendered harms (e.g., child marriage, exclusion of pregnant girls) engage immediate non-discrimination duties and require enforceable measures of prevention and redress (ACERWC, 2022; ACERWC & ACHPR, 2017).
Prevention as a primary obligation. A critical child protection framework treats prevention not as “soft work,” but as a core duty that reduces downstream caseloads and mitigates developmental harm. Prevention includes shifting social norms that legitimise violent discipline and harmful practices, strengthening parenting and caregiver support, ensuring child-sensitive schooling environments, and expanding social protection to reduce economic pressures that drive child labour, early marriage and exploitation (UNICEF, 2021; ILO & UNICEF, 2021). In the Global South, prevention must be analysed politically: where fiscal space is constrained and services are uneven, prevention is frequently externalised to short-term projects. This can create islands of effectiveness without system-wide scale, underscoring the need for domestically financed prevention platforms and local governance mechanisms that sustain interventions beyond donor cycles.
Identification, safe disclosure and reporting pathways. The effectiveness of any framework depends on whether children can disclose harm safely and whether adults are trained and obligated to respond appropriately. Article 12 participation rights require child-accessible processes for expression, while “do no harm” demands confidentiality, protection from retaliation and child-sensitive interviewing (CRC, 2009, 2011). In many Global South contexts, under-reporting is produced not only by stigma but by rational fear that reporting will trigger punitive or unsafe consequences. Minimum standards in humanitarian action therefore emphasise survivor-centred case management, safe referrals and community engagement that is attentive to local power dynamics (The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2019). This also implies accessibility: reporting must accommodate disability, language, and age, and must include options beyond formal police reporting where justice pathways are weak, without foreclosing accountability.
Response, recovery and continuity of services. Response requires timely, coordinated services: medical care, psychosocial support, safe alternative care, when necessary, legal assistance, and material support that stabilises households and reduces re-exposure to harm. UNICEF positions case management as a central organising function that links children to services, but case management cannot substitute for the existence of services to refer to (UNICEF, 2021). Mandikiana et al. (2021) demonstrate this problem empirically in an encampment setting: COVID-19 restrictions reduced access to formal learning, recreation and protection services, while economic stress increased exploitative coping strategies, illustrating how service discontinuities translate into heightened harm. Accordingly, a coherent framework must include continuity planning for emergencies, including remote or mobile service modalities, surge staffing, and safeguarding controls that remain functional when face-to-face oversight is disrupted.
Justice, remedy and accountability, including safeguarding. Child protection frameworks must incorporate accountability for perpetrators and negligent institutions, using child-sensitive justice procedures and remedies that are accessible and non-discriminatory (CRC, 2011). Where courts are slow or inaccessible, impunity becomes a structural driver of further harm. The framework also requires accountability for non-state actors. Organisational safeguarding and PSEAH; articulated in standards such as the CHS Alliance handbook and the Keeping Children Safe standards; provide governance and operational controls to prevent harm arising from organisational presence, including misconduct by staff and partners (CHS Alliance, 2017; Keeping Children Safe, 2023). Critically, the literature warns that internal reporting structures may privilege organisational self-protection; therefore, credible safeguarding requires independent reporting options, transparent learning, and enforceable sanctions that apply to leadership as well as frontline personnel (Daoust & Dyvik, 2022; Kaviani Johnson & Sloth-Nielsen, 2020).
What Governments, Civil Society Organisations, Non-Governmental Organisations, and Development Partners Can Do to Ensure Effective Child Protection in the Global South
Building effective child protection in the Global South requires coordinated action across duty bearers and service providers, with explicit attention to power, resources and accountability. The recommendations below are framed to avoid a common pitfall in the literature: treating “capacity building” as an apolitical solution to fundamentally political and fiscal constraints. Instead, the emphasis is on enforceable standards, resourced services, and accountability to children (UNICEF, 2021; CRC, 2011).
Governments (Primary Duty Bearers). First, governments should complete legislative harmonisation around the under-18 standard across criminal, marriage, labour, education and welfare laws, limiting exceptions that erode protection and ensuring birth registration and nationality systems that prevent statelessness and exclusion (Organization of African Unity, 1990; ACERWC, 2011). Second, states should finance child protection systems as core public infrastructure by expanding social welfare workforces, funding community-based prevention platforms, and ensuring that referral pathways have real service endpoints (health, psychosocial support, safe alternative care, legal aid) (UNICEF, 2021; The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2019). Third, governments should strengthen child-friendly justice: specialised police units and prosecutors, child-sensitive courts, and witness protection mechanisms that reduce secondary victimisation and retaliation (CRC, 2011). Finally, governments should regulate and oversee non-state providers (schools, faith-based organisations, NGOs and private actors) through enforceable safeguarding requirements and accreditation mechanisms, recognising that harm can occur within programmes intended to support children (Keeping Children Safe, 2023; CHS Alliance, 2017).
Civil Society Organisations (Social Accountability and Norm Change). CSOs play a central role in holding states and institutions accountable, expanding public deliberation about harmful practices, and sustaining survivor-centred advocacy. Strategically, CSOs can (i) monitor law and policy implementation (including budgets), (ii) provide legal aid and accompaniment to survivors, and (iii) build community protection mechanisms that are linked to formal systems rather than operating as informal substitutes (UNICEF, 2021). They are also well-positioned to amplify children’s participation by supporting child-led accountability spaces and by translating rights information into child-friendly formats, consistent with Article 12 and related interpretive guidance (CRC, 2009). Importantly, CSOs must also implement robust safeguarding within their own organisations; otherwise, advocacy can be undermined by the very power asymmetries and dependency relationships that safeguarding is meant to address (Keeping Children Safe, 2023; Daoust & Dyvik, 2022).
Non-Governmental Organisations (Service Delivery, Safeguarding and Localisation). NGOs frequently deliver front-line services in contexts of constrained public capacity. Their priority contribution should be to strengthen; not fragment; national systems by aligning with national case management protocols, supporting joint referral pathways, and investing in local capacity in ways that transfer authority rather than perpetuate subcontracting hierarchies (UNICEF, 2021). In displacement settings, NGOs should plan for continuity under shocks (pandemics, insecurity) and integrate child protection with education, livelihoods and social protection support, reflecting evidence that protection risks escalate when schooling and basic services are disrupted (Mandikiana et al., 2021; ILO & UNICEF, 2021). Organisationally, NGOs should implement safeguarding and PSEAH as governance commitments with independent reporting options, survivor-centred response, and consequences for misconduct, including where abuse involves senior staff or partner organisations (CHS Alliance, 2017; Kaviani Johnson & Sloth-Nielsen, 2020). A critical indicator of NGO effectiveness is thus not only coverage, but whether children can complain safely and obtain remedy.
Development Partners and Donors (Financing, Standards and Accountability). Development partners can enable scale and stability by financing core system functions (workforce, information systems, specialised services) rather than only short-term projects, and by supporting government-led coordination that reduces duplication (UNICEF, 2021). However, a critical literature cautions that donor conditionalities can incentivise performative compliance (policy production, training counts) rather than survivor-centred outcomes, especially when “upward” accountability dominates (Sandvik, 2019; Daoust & Dyvik, 2022). Donors should therefore (i) require safeguarding/PSEAH standards across all partners, (ii) fund independent complaint and investigation capacity, (iii) protect whistle-blowers, and (iv) support transparent learning across incidents without penalising organisations for good-faith reporting (Keeping Children Safe, 2023; CHS Alliance, 2017). In addition, partners should avoid policy approaches that externalise protection responsibilities onto weaker states or camps; Mandikiana’s (2023) critique of responsibility-shifting in asylum governance underscores the need for solidarity-based responsibility sharing rather than offshoring of risk.
Child Development Domains
Child development is widely conceptualised as a multidimensional and relational process, encompassing interdependent domains that unfold across the course of life and are shaped by biology, caregiving relationships and broader socio-ecological contexts (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). For child rights and protection scholarship, an explicit domains lens is analytically useful because it clarifies what is harmed when violence, exploitation and neglect occur and how these harms accumulate, producing long-term impairment in health, learning, relationships and agency. It also guards against narrow “outcome” framings that equate child wellbeing with schooling only, or that treat protection solely as crisis response rather than as a life-course investment in children’s capabilities (CRC, 2011; UNICEF, 2021).
Physical and health development. Physical development includes growth, sensory-motor functioning and neurobiological maturation that support mobility, self-care and participation. In protection terms, physical abuse, neglect, hazardous labour and sexual violence can produce direct injury and disability, but also indirect harm through toxic stress pathways that disrupt neural and physiological systems (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). A rights-based reading of the survival-and-development principle therefore implies that “protection” must extend to health-enabling conditions: safe environments, adequate nutrition, access to preventive and curative care, and continuity of caregiving in ways that support children’s biological regulation and recovery (WHO et al., 2018). In many Global South settings, these conditions are undermined by poverty and under-resourced primary health systems, meaning that identical acts of violence can generate more severe and enduring impairments because rehabilitation and specialised services are inaccessible or unaffordable.
Cognitive development and executive functioning. Cognitive development encompasses children’s thinking, reasoning, memory and problem-solving capacities and, in contemporary accounts, the executive functions that support attention, inhibitory control and flexible planning. Piaget’s stage theory remains influential for describing qualitative shifts in children’s reasoning, but socio-cultural perspectives emphasise that cognition is socially mediated through language, tools and guided participation in everyday practices (Piaget, 1952; Vygotsky, 1978). Protection relevance is direct: chronic exposure to violence, fear and deprivation can undermine sustained attention and learning readiness, while displacement and family separation can interrupt schooling continuity and reduce opportunities for cognitively enriching interaction (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000; UNICEF, 2021). Critically, the “developmental harm” of violence is therefore not only a psychological issue; it is also an educational and economic one, as cognitive disruption shapes school progression and later livelihood options; yet schooling systems in many contexts are ill-equipped to provide trauma-informed remediation or inclusive learning supports.
Language and communication development. Language development includes receptive and expressive language, pragmatic communication and emergent literacy. Vygotskian accounts treat language not only as a skill but as a primary cultural tool through which children organise thought and participate in social life (Vygotsky, 1978). Violence and neglect can constrain language development through reduced “serve-and-return” interactions, caregiver depression, and disrupted early learning environments; these constraints can be magnified where early childhood services and inclusive education supports are limited (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). From a child protection perspective, communication is also instrumental: children’s ability to disclose harm depends on having concepts, vocabulary and safe relational spaces to speak. Consequently, strengthening child-friendly reporting cannot be treated solely as a procedural reform; it requires attention to communication accessibility (age, disability, language) and to trusted adult relationships that make disclosure possible (CRC, 2009).
Socio-emotional development, attachment and self-regulation. Socio-emotional development refers to how children form relationships, experience and regulate emotions, and develop a sense of self and social competence. Attachment theory emphasises that consistent, responsive caregiving supports secure attachment, which in turn underpins exploration, emotion regulation and later peer relationships (Bowlby, 1982). When abuse is perpetrated by caregivers or trusted adults, it can create “relational trauma” in which the very relationships that should be protective become sources of threat, complicating help-seeking and engagement with services. This has concrete safeguarding implications: institutions working with children must not assume that children can disclose abuse simply because a hotline or policy exists; effective systems must cultivate safe adult-child relationships, confidentiality, and credible follow-up that does not punish the child for disclosure (Daoust & Dyvik, 2022; CRC, 2011). In resource-constrained contexts, the shortage of mental health and psychosocial services further means that socio-emotional harms may be normalised, untreated, and mislabelled as “behaviour problems,” increasing school exclusion and contact with punitive systems.
Moral development, identity and social positioning. Development also involves children’s emerging moral reasoning, identity formation and sense of belonging. Erikson’s psychosocial theory highlights how developmental tasks (such as trust, autonomy, industry and identity) are negotiated within social relationships and institutions (Erikson, 1968). A critical implication for Global South child protection is that identity and moral development are shaped not only by families but by social stratification and exclusion. García Coll et al. (1996) model demonstrates how discrimination and structural marginalisation organise children’s developmental contexts and opportunities, with consequences for competence development and wellbeing. This is salient for children whose identities are stigmatized; such as displaced children, children with disabilities, or children associated with armed groups; because stigma can restrict access to education, justice and community protection, thereby converting social identity into cumulative developmental risk (Mandikiana & Mutasa, 2026). Protection systems therefore require not only individual casework, but also anti-discrimination measures and inclusive institutions that expand children’s real opportunities to participate and to imagine viable futures.
Taken together, the domains literature supports an integrated view: protection is developmentally consequential because violence and neglect interrupt the everyday conditions through which children’s bodies, brains, skills and identities are built. The Nurturing Care Framework similarly specifies five indivisible components: good health, adequate nutrition, responsive caregiving, safety and security, and opportunities for early learning, through which children’s developmental potential is realised (WHO et al., 2018). For manuscript-quality analysis, the key point is that child protection should be evaluated not only by incident response, but by whether systems restore and sustain these developmental conditions over time, particularly for children facing structural adversity in the Global South. This strengthens the argument that legal commitments under the UNCRC and ACRWC require cross-sector investments (health, education, social protection and justice) and enforceable organisational safeguarding, because developmental harm is multi-domain and therefore cannot be addressed by any single sector acting alone (UNICEF, 2021; CRC, 2011).
Violence Against Children: Patterns, Drivers and Protection Implications
Violence against children includes maltreatment by caregivers, peer violence, sexual violence, intimate partner violence affecting adolescents, and exposure to exploitation online and offline (WHO, 2022). Critically, these forms of violence often co-occur and accumulate across childhood, producing compounding harm rather than isolated incidents. The significance for child protection in the Global South is twofold. First, high prevalence indicates that protection must be understood as a system property; dependent on laws, services, norms and accountability; rather than as a set of individualised case responses. Second, prevalence is patterned by structural risk: inequality, conflict, displacement and service scarcity shape both exposure and the probability that harm will be detected and remedied (UNICEF, 2021; WHO, 2022).
In many African settings, the under-reporting of abuse is reinforced by social and institutional factors: dependence on perpetrators for shelter or fees, fear of retaliation, stigma, limited child-friendly reporting pathways, and distrust of police or courts where processes are slow or perceived as punitive (UNICEF, 2021). These barriers mean that legal reform, while necessary, is insufficient unless it is matched by resourced social welfare workforces, accessible health and psychosocial support, and clear inter-agency referral protocols that protect confidentiality and reduce secondary victimisation (The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2019; CRC, 2011). A further implication is that “zero tolerance” rhetoric can inadvertently suppress reporting if survivors anticipate that disclosure will trigger outcomes, they experience as unsafe, such as family breakdown without material support. Effective protection therefore requires credible options: safe alternative care when needed, economic and psychosocial support for caregivers, and child-sensitive justice that distinguishes accountability from revenge.
Displaced, Migrant, Asylum Seeker and Refugee Children: Protection Gaps at the Margins
Displacement and migration intensify children’s exposure to violence by weakening protective relationships and by placing families within regulatory and service environments that are often fragmented across humanitarian and national systems. While international refugee and human rights norms require special protection for refugee children, in practice access to documentation, education, health services and justice is frequently mediated by status, resources and local gatekeeping (United Nations, 1989; Organization of African Unity, 1990). The Global South hosts a large share of the world’s displaced populations, often in contexts where social welfare systems are already overstretched; this produces a “double vulnerability” in which humanitarian services can be thin while national systems treat displaced children as exceptional or temporary rather than rights-holders with enforceable entitlements (UNICEF, 2021).
A specific risk in humanitarian and development contexts is harm that occurs because of organisational presence, through staff misconduct, exploitative exchanges, or unsafe programme design. This is why safeguarding and protection from sexual exploitation, abuse and sexual harassment (PSEAH) have become central operational requirements. The CHS Alliance’s (2017) Quick Reference Handbook provides a practice-oriented framework for prevention, reporting and case management, emphasising power asymmetries between aid providers and affected populations. For displaced children, the intersection of dependency (food, fees, documentation support) and weak oversight can make transactional exploitation plausible and difficult to report. A critical child protection response must therefore integrate (a) child protection systems strengthening (statutory case management and services) with (b) organisational safeguarding controls (codes of conduct, safe recruitment, complaints mechanisms and independent investigation capacity), while also ensuring that reporting pathways lead to actual services and remedies rather than institutional self-protection (Keeping Children Safe, 2023; UNICEF, 2021).
Statistics of Child Abuse: What Prevalence Data Can and Cannot Tell Us
Prevalence statistics are frequently used to justify child protection investments, but they must be interpreted carefully. The WHO’s global estimate that up to one billion children aged 2–17 experience violence in a year is based on synthesising heterogeneous studies and administrative sources across settings with different definitions and reporting cultures (WHO, 2022). UNICEF likewise highlights that violence is widespread and often hidden, with substantial under-reporting and limited-service uptake (UNICEF, 2021). In Global South contexts, measurement challenges are intensified by weaker civil registration, limited routine administrative data, and the criminalisation or stigma attached to certain harms (e.g., sexual violence), which can bias prevalence downward even when risk is high.
A more analytically useful approach is to treat statistics as part of an accountability chain. Prevalence data should trigger questions about system performance: Are reporting channels accessible to children? Are referrals completed? Do services exist beyond the report (health care, psychosocial support, safe alternative care, legal aid)? Are outcomes tracked in ways that protect confidentiality? Minimum standards guidance in humanitarian action similarly cautions against equating “more reports” with “more harm,” as improved reporting can signal improved trust and accessibility (The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2019). For publication-quality scholarship, the key contribution is therefore not the numbers alone, but what the numbers reveal about duty-bearer capacity, structural risk and institutional responsiveness.
Child Marriage: Definitional Clarity, Legal Harmonisation and Enforcement Dilemmas
Child marriage is best understood as a harmful practice and a structural form of violence that often combines coercion, unequal power, and curtailed life chances, even when framed socially as “custom” or “protection.” The ACRWC requires States Parties to take all appropriate measures to eliminate harmful social and cultural practices affecting the welfare, dignity and normal growth of the child, and it requires that the minimum age of marriage be set at 18 with compulsory registration (Organization of African Unity, 1990). The African human rights system has reinforced this position through joint interpretive guidance that treats child marriage as incompatible with children’s rights to dignity, education, health and non-discrimination, and that frames state obligations as encompassing prevention, protection and remedy (ACERWC & ACHPR, 2017).
Yet legal prohibition, while essential, does not automatically translate into reduced prevalence. In poverty-affected settings, marriage can be used as an economic survival strategy, a mechanism to manage pregnancy-related stigma, or a perceived protection against insecurity; these rationalities can persist even after law reform. A purely punitive approach can also have unintended consequences: it may push unions underground, discourage birth and marriage registration, or result in selective enforcement against poor families while leaving elite practices untouched. An effective child protection approach therefore requires a dual strategy: (i) enforceable minimum-age and registration rules and (ii) complementary social protection, schooling continuation policies, adolescent sexual and reproductive health services, and community norm-change work that reduces the perceived “need” for early marriage (UNICEF, 2021; ACERWC & ACHPR, 2017). This aligns with the broader argument that rights realisation depends on both law and the material conditions that make compliance feasible.
Child Labour Versus Child Responsibilities or Work
One area which has been contentious in the Global South, particularly in Africa, is the distinction between child labour and child work. Whereas the UNCRC (United Nations, 1989) states the entire spectrum of children’s rights, in domesticating and regionalising child rights norms, African states proceeded further to contextualize this convention by adding child responsibilities. To understand the difference, it is imperative that we analyze these two concepts separately.
The International Labour Organization (ILO, 2020) defines child labour as “work that deprives children of their childhood, their potential and their dignity, and that is harmful to physical and mental development.” This specific definition encompasses work that is mentally, physically, socially or morally dangerous and harmful to children; and/or interferes with their schooling by depriving them of the opportunity to attend school, obliging them to leave school prematurely, or requiring them to attempt to combine school attendance with excessively long and heavy work (ILO, 2020). The concept of child labour is largely informed by three specific conventions: ILO Convention No. 138 concerning minimum age for admission to employment (ILO, 1973), ILO Convention No. 182 concerning the prohibition and immediate action for the elimination of the worst forms of child labour (ILO, 1999), and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989). These conventions frame the concept of child labour and form the basis for child labour legislation enacted by countries that are signatories (UNICEF, 2023).
Child labour is classified into two broad categories, namely, worst forms of child labour, and hazardous work. Worst forms of child labour involve children being enslaved, separated from their families, being exposed to serious hazards and illnesses and or left to fend for themselves on streets in large cities, often at a very tender age. It also involves child trafficking, debt bondage, forced or compulsory recruitment of children in armed conflict, procuring or offering a child to produce pornographic material, and use or offering a child for illicit activities, such as drug trafficking (ILO, 1999). Hazardous child labour involves work which, by its nature or the circumstances in which it is carried out, is likely to harm the health, safety, or morals of children, including work which subjects children to physical, psychological or sexual abuse, work underground, under water, at dangerous heights or in confined spaces, or work with dangerous machinery (ILO, 2020).
Child labour remains a persistent global problem and is frequently associated with children being out of school. It is more common in rural areas, associated with poverty, low household income levels, the agricultural sector, conflicts, and boys are at protracted risk, as opposed to girls (ILO & UNICEF, 2021). In a study on displaced children who are resident at Tongogara Refugee Camp in Zimbabwe, Mandikiana (2021) unearthed that COVID-19 prevention and response mechanisms (such as lockdowns, school closures, and restricted movement) exacerbated child labour cases at the refugee camp, with children reporting that they were subjected by extreme vulnerability to exploitative coping mechanisms, including work for long hours in nearby farms or transactional exploitation in exchange for food and cash, as children’s movements would go unnoticed by authorities. Sub-Saharan Africa stands at the helm of child labour across the globe: in 2020 alone, the region accounted for an an estimated 86.6 million child labour cases, translating to 23.9% of the global statistics (ILO & UNICEF, 2021).
Key to note, however, is that not all child work can be classified as harmful. Whereas the UNCRC (United Nations, 1989) states an entire board of rights, with parents, guardians and states as duty bearers to afford those rights, the ACRWC (Organization of African Unity, 1990) associates children’s rights with responsibilities that children are also expected to perform. For example, whereas Article 11 enlists children’s right to education, Article 31 states how children are also expected to contribute towards the community, including the preservation and strengthening of positive African morals, traditional values and cultures, and respect for parents and elders. This study concurs with the approach taken by the ACRWC, as it is imperative that children realise that they have an active role to play in their society. As children are socialised to work through diverse chores that are age and context appropriate, they learn to function in their society, in the vein of maintaining one’s cultural heritage and dignity.
These insights are also substantiated by theories of child development and participation rights. According to Bandura’s social learning theory, by observing and emulating the actions of others, children develop new skills and acquire new information (Bandura, 1977). Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory also establishes that children learn actively through hands-on experiences and guided participation within their culture to develop higher-order functions (Vygotsky, 1978). It follows therefore that children have a significant role in shaping their future through engagement in diverse tasks; a concept that has been adopted by the Zimbabwean education curriculum through Continuous Assessment Learning Activities (CALA), which are small projects that involve children working in collaboration with their schools and communities to present contextualised solutions to local challenges, preparing them for a future of independence (Mwakandiyedza, 2021). The International Labour Organization (ILO, 2020) expatiates on the concept of “child work” thus:

“Not all work done by children should be classified as child labour that is to be targeted for elimination. The participation of children or adolescents above the minimum age for admission to employment in work that does not affect their health and personal development or interfere with their schooling, is generally regarded as being something positive. This includes activities such as assisting in a family business or earning pocket money outside school hours and during school holidays” (ILO, 2020).

It is in the above context that this paper posits that there is a need for the global society to effectively make a distinction between child labour and child work, as in Africa, child work is a part of society’s way of securing a legacy of continuity, collaboration, and skill acquisition.
The Voice of the Child: Participation, Power and Procedural Justice
A serious misconception that most stakeholders make is that of thwarting off and downplaying the voice of the child. Researchers, organizations, and state bodies often take informed consent from a legal guardian or parent as being enough to interview and make decisions for children. This is, however, not the vein in which the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989) and the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (Organization of African Unity, 1990) were crafted, as these legislative instruments respect the voice(s) of children.
A scholarly treatment of children’s “voice” must move beyond tokenistic consultation and engage participation as a substantive right and as a condition for legitimate decision-making. Article 12 of the UNCRC establishes that every child capable of forming a view has the right to express that view freely in all matters affecting them, and that the child’s views must be given due weight in accordance with age and maturity (United Nations, 1989). The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child clarifies that this is not merely an aspirational principle but an immediately applicable obligation that requires states and institutions to create safe, inclusive and accessible processes for listening to children, including children in vulnerable situations (CRC, 2009). In child protection, where interventions can intrude into family life and expose children to stigma, the procedural dimension of participation is central: decisions that are made about children but without them are more likely to misdiagnose risks, ignore children’s coping strategies, and reproduce adult-centric power.
In many Global South contexts, however, participation is constrained by structural and institutional realities. Gatekeeping by adults (caregivers, community leaders, teachers and service providers), language barriers, disability exclusion, and unequal gender norms can all regulate whose voices are considered credible and whose disclosures are dismissed as “misbehaviour” or “culture” (UNICEF, 2021). Moreover, the act of speaking can generate new dangers: in small communities or displacement settings, disclosures of violence may trigger retaliation, social ostracism, or economic consequences for children and caregivers. Minimum standards guidance therefore treats participation as inseparable from safety and confidentiality, requiring practitioners to assess risks, obtain informed assent in child-appropriate ways, and ensure that information-sharing is strictly limited to what is necessary for protection and referral (The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2019). Critically, this reframes “voice” as part of a protection ecology: children’s participation is meaningful only when there are credible pathways to support and remedy after disclosure.
The analytical value of centring children’s voice is also evident in the interaction between participation, best interests and due diligence. General Comment No. 13 on freedom from violence emphasises that protection obligations under Article 19 demand coordinated prevention and response systems and that children should be treated as rights-holders rather than passive recipients of benevolence (CRC, 2011). In practice, this means that best-interests’ determinations, such as whether a child should remain in the home, enter alternative care, or engage with the justice system, must incorporate the child’s account of risk, relationships and preferences, while also recognising evolving capacities and potential coercion by adults. When institutions substitute adult consent for children’s perspectives, they risk converting “protection” into paternalism and can undermine both effectiveness (misaligned interventions) and legitimacy (decisions perceived as imposed). A rights-based child protection system therefore requires procedural participation: children must be informed, heard, and able to complain safely, and institutions must be able to demonstrate how children’s views shaped outcomes. For scholarship and policy in the Global South, the implication is that “child participation” should be evaluated not by the existence of consultations, but by whether decision processes are child-accessible, safe, and consequential (UNICEF, 2021; The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2019).
Child Protection Theory of Change: From Norms and Law to Services and Remedies
A defensible theory of change for child protection in the Global South links (a) normative commitments to (b) institutional capacities and (c) measurable reductions in violence and exploitation. At the normative level, the UNCRC and ACRWC establish rights and duties; at the operational level, safeguarding standards and child protection minimum standards translate these duties into organisational and system practices (United Nations, 1989; Organization of African Unity, 1990; Keeping Children Safe, 2023; The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2019). The causal logic is that when prevention and response capacities are institutionalised across sectors, children face lower risk of harm, higher likelihood of safe disclosure, and improved access to remedy and recovery. The following is therefore proposed as focus for child protection theory of change: 
Inputs: Legislative alignment (under-18 definition; harmful practices prohibitions), financing for social welfare workforce and services, and safeguarding governance in organisations working with children (UNICEF, 2021; Keeping Children Safe, 2023).
Activities: Evidence-based prevention (parenting support, norm change); child-friendly reporting and complaints mechanisms; case management and referrals; child-sensitive investigations and courts; and PSEAH measures in humanitarian/development programming (The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2019; CHS Alliance, 2017).
Outputs: Increased safe disclosure and timely referrals; improved service coverage (health, psychosocial support, legal aid); and clearer accountability for perpetrators and negligent institutions (CRC, 2011).
Outcomes: Reduced incidence of violence and harmful practices; reduced impunity; and improved child wellbeing, school continuation and social inclusion (WHO, 2022; UNICEF, 2021).
Assumptions/Risks: Political commitment, sustained funding, and community legitimacy; risks include backlash, under-resourced justice, and “paper compliance” without remedies (Hilhorst et al., 2021; Kaviani Johnson & Sloth-Nielsen, 2020).
Summary
This manuscript argues that the importance of child rights and child protection in the Global South is not exhausted by the existence of robust normative instruments such as the UNCRC and ACRWC; rather, it turns on whether these norms are translated into functioning prevention, response and remedy systems. The analysis demonstrated that definitional ambiguities, both in the geopolitical framing of the “Global South” and in the legal boundaries of childhood, can generate protection gaps, particularly for adolescents. It further highlighted the added value of Africa’s regional child-rights regime in clarifying standards (notably the categorical under-18 definition) and in developing interpretive guidance and jurisprudence that speaks to region-specific harm, including harmful practices and discriminatory exclusion from education.
By differentiating child safeguarding from child protection, the paper underscored that safeguarding is an organisational accountability layer that is indispensable where non-state actors deliver services in contexts of weak public capacity. The literature reviewed cautions, however, that safeguarding reforms can become technocratic and reputationally driven unless they are embedded in governance, independent reporting and credible sanctions (Kaviani Johnson & Sloth-Nielsen, 2020; Daoust & Dyvik, 2022). The paper also advanced a developmental argument: violence and exploitation are multi-domain harms that undermine physical health, cognition, language, socio-emotional functioning and identity, which strengthens the case for cross-sector prevention and recovery investments rather than narrow incident-response models (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000; WHO et al., 2018). Finally, drawing on African scholarship, the paper illustrated how shocks such as COVID-19 can simultaneously heighten exposure to exploitation and reduce access to protection services, exposing the fragility of protection chains where services are discontinuous (Mandikiana et al., 2021). This reinforces the argument that effective child protection in the Global South requires a whole-of-society approach: governments as primary duty bearers must finance and regulate systems; CSOs must strengthen social accountability and participation; NGOs must provide services without fragmenting national architectures; and development partners must fund core functions and independent accountability rather than incentivising “paper compliance” (UNICEF, 2021; The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2019).
Recommendations
1. Complete legislative harmonisation around the under-18 standard. States should remove contradictory “majority earlier” provisions in domestic statutes and ensure coherence across criminal, marriage, labour and education laws, consistent with constitutional and regional obligations (Organization of African Unity, 1990).
2. Invest in child protection systems, not only cases. Budgeting should prioritise social welfare workforce capacity, accessible psychosocial and health services, and functioning referral pathways, including for children on the move and in humanitarian settings (UNICEF, 2021; The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2019).
3. Strengthen child-friendly justice and remedies. Align investigative and court procedures with child-sensitive standards, reduce secondary victimisation, and ensure that reporting leads to protection and services, not merely documentation (CRC, 2011).
4. Institutionalise safeguarding and PSEAH across organisations. Organisations working with or affecting children should adopt and implement recognised safeguarding standards (policy, people, procedures and accountability), supported by independent complaints mechanisms and credible consequences for misconduct (Keeping Children Safe, 2023; CHS Alliance, 2017).
5. Use data for learning and accountability. Develop ethical, child-safe information management and monitoring that tracks referrals and outcomes (not only incident counts), and triangulate administrative data with population surveys to address under-reporting biases (WHO, 2022; UNICEF, 2021).
6. Address structural drivers through integrated policy. Prevention should be linked to poverty reduction, education retention policies (including pregnant girls), and gender equality measures; legal victories should be operationalised through implementation plans and resourcing (ACERWC, 2022; UNICEF, 2021).
Conclusion
The central conclusion of this paper is that child rights and child protection in the Global South must be understood as a contested governance and capacity project rather than as a purely legal commitment. The existence of the UNCRC and ACRWC provides an authoritative normative baseline, but rights realisation depends on whether states and institutions create enforceable, accessible and adequately resourced pathways through which children can be safe, heard, and obtain remedy when harm occurs (United Nations, 1989; CRC, 2011). Where legal thresholds are inconsistent, where services are absent, or where reporting mechanisms trigger retaliation and secondary victimisation, protection becomes symbolic and can even deepen mistrust in institutions.
A further conclusion is that safeguarding cannot be treated as an optional organisational add-on in contexts where non-state actors’ mediate children’s access to services. Safeguarding must be evaluated by its ability to shift power and produce accountability, including for leadership, partners and gatekeepers, rather than by the mere presence of policies and training (Daoust & Dyvik, 2022; Keeping Children Safe, 2023). At the same time, safeguarding and child protection reforms will remain limited if they are pursued within a development model that relies on short-term projects and externalised responsibility. Mandikiana et al.'s (2021) work on displacement and crisis conditions highlights how quickly protections can collapse when education and welfare services are interrupted, implying that resilience requires institutionalised continuity planning and predictable financing. Therefore, effective child protection in the Global South requires a dual accountability agenda: downward accountability to children and communities, and upward accountability of states and international partners to their shared obligations and to the material conditions needed for rights to be more than aspirational. For future scholarships, the priority is to couple normative analysis with implementation evidence: budget and workforce analysis, administrative data on referrals and outcomes, and country case studies that trace how legal reforms translate into (or fail to translate into) service delivery, justice outcomes and child wellbeing. Such work can sharpen the field’s ability to distinguish between reform that improves children’s lived safety and reform that produces only performative compliance. In conclusion, the importance of child rights and child protection in the Global South lies in their capacity to function as enforceable commitments that organise prevention, recovery and remedy across sectors, and to transform the structural conditions that make violence predictable and impunity durable.
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